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Abstract 

My research project focused on the creation and contextualization of Meshroom, a 

performance environment with an open dance floor, occasional performances, and live 

music. It aims to gather interdisciplinary thinkers and movers into a movement-oriented 

space of experimentation to question the norms that prevail in arts-presenting spaces 

and to resist hegemonic modes of bodily and social organization. In developing the 

work, I primarily drew from two embodied disciplines, butoh and social choreography. 

While using the theoretical and practical understandings of both movement systems to 

develop the concept, event structure, choreographic and atmospheric prompts, and 

audience community, I curated Meshroom six times over the course of a year at Duke 

University. Through curation and repetition as methodology, I developed the “Meshroom 

Tech Rider,” which proposes five aesthetic conditions that enable Meshroom: a fluid 

choreographic format, interpersonal and multisensory invitations, autonomous visitors 

and decentralized language, disruption of the social skin, and care. 
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1. Introduction  

 In the fall of 2021, my first semester at graduate school at Duke University’s 

Dance MFA Program, I quickly noticed three distinct characteristics of the context that I 

became a part of. Firstly, the program offered numerous opportunities for students to 

consider dance as a tool to excavate bodily knowledge, not necessarily as a product of 

self-expression. Students deeply and somatically interrogated their previous dance 

training to explore notions of spirituality, activism, or transcorporeality through their 

embodied practice. Secondly, while the program offered such pedagogy, there were 

limited opportunities to present and share students’ movement research and somatic 

intelligence to a broader crowd. Graduate students were invited to participate in two 

dance showcases that happened at the end of the semester, Fall Dances for the fall and 

ChoreoLab for the spring, which presented choreographic works in a proscenium stage 

setting. While the faculty members were open to showcase experimental graduate 

student work, the proscenium stage, the theatrical devices, and the curation of fixed and 

formal choreographic pieces, made it difficult for graduate students such as myself to 

use this opportunity to be in dialogue with audience members about our explorative, in-

process, and embodied research. Thus, there was a dissonance between the graduate 

student’s practices, teaching, and the presenting format that was offered. Thirdly, the 

presence and overall influence of the Dance Program felt relatively limited within an 

international research institution. This manifested in various different factors: 
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numerically (number of students enrolled in dance was substantially smaller than other 

departments) and experientially (number of personal encounters with people who were 

not aware of dance as an academic discipline). Even though Duke University was one of 

the highest ranking research universities in the United States that offers an MFA in 

Dance, dance played a minor role in the overall expectation of knowledge production 

within the institution. 

  However, I was not alone in my observations. An interdisciplinary research 

group at Duke University called Bass Connections: Performing Embodied Communities 

echoed similar concerns regarding the lack of embodied communal spaces and 

opportunities to share dance research in this institution. In December 2021, they made 

an open call to a small group of colleagues who might be interested in naming and 

creating such a movement environment. In response, former Adjunct Professor in 

Somatics, Glenna Batson, suggested the title “meshroom” for this event. Furthermore, 

Assistant Director of Faculty Initiatives at The Kenan Institute for Ethics Michael Grigoni 

jumped on board as a musical curator, and Dance MFA Student Leo Ryan and I 

volunteered to create an event that responded to the concerns that were shared by 

many. Interdisciplinary and intergenerational voices came together to an urgency to 

create an event that shares with people across disciplines how artists use their somatic 

intelligence in movement explorations. Ryan and I took the initiative to materialize this 

desire. This blossomed into a larger question: how can we organize a communal 
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environment that centers body and movement in how people think and perceive the 

world? How can we create spaces and opportunities where unprocessed, ever-changing, 

and formless thoughts and movements are shared, instead of fixed dance products?  

Ryan, Kliën, and I had numerous conversations before our first Meshroom. We 

shared keywords that were important to the concept, images that visualized the 

aesthetic world we were drawn to, and staging methods that reflected those verbal and 

visual ideas. Through email-chains, shared Google folders, and in-person meetings, we 

came up with a loose idea of the structure of the event. The event was to oscillate 

between a short performance by an individual artist and an open dance floor where all 

visitors can move and think. We approached current and former students from the MFA 

Dance program if they would like to share their movement practice at this event. 

Simultaneously, we gathered resources we had that might activate this space such as 

books, rugs and cushions, or lighting devices. This eventually culminated in our first 

Meshroom on March 3rd, 2022, a two-hour long event set at The Ark, a dance studio in 

Duke University’s East Campus.  

On March 3rd at The Ark, there were colorful rugs and cushions placed around a 

large empty space in the middle. At six p.m., audience members starting entering into 

the space. Then, for two hours, they oscillated between participating in group movement 

and observing individual offerings. For example, at the beginning, everyone moved 

around in the space for 20 minutes, then cleared the space to observe an individual 
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offering for 10 minutes, then everyone went back into the play area for another 20 

minutes, then another student offered a movement exploration. In the 20 minutes of 

group movement, people moved in the open dance floor, rested on the rugs and 

cushions, or read books that were scattered around the space. During the 10 minutes of 

individual offering, people made themselves comfortable around the middle area and 

watched three to four improvised works led by dance students from Duke University. 

For example, one student led a collective healing practice, one experimented with 

crawling across the floor as a liminal being, and another shared a group improvisatory 

dance with three different bodies. Throughout the night, there were other spaces 

allocated for people to do other things. On the first and second floor of The Ark were 

different stations: a station to draw on a paper or a blackboard, a station to make sounds 

while eating pistachios and oranges through the microphone, and a station to watch 

dance films and music videos. Furthermore a steel guitarist, Michael Grigoni, played 

live music during the entire evening. The space was filled with a relaxing, soothing, and 

calming tone of the steel guitar. The following is a short description of how the night 

started, as written from my perspective as a participant and organizer on the night. 

Just before six. I am standing in the Ark. Some of my friends who arrived early are 

already moving around in this play area, their bodies filling up the void. One is crawling 

across the floor, one is waving their hands about, and another is contorting their torso. 

Live music of a steel guitar is playing in the background, looping a rather soothing tone 

and sound. Six. One of the event-supporter, my friend Sophie, opens the door. One 

person, who I do not recognize, but is wearing an ADF T-shirt comes in and takes their 

shoes off. They look around the space and immediately jumps into the group of people 

moving. They glide across with their arms open wide, as if they are collecting a flow of 
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energy from other people. Seeing them settling in with ease, I decide to move in the space. 

I start letting different body parts melt on the floor. I let the weight of my head guide me 

to the floor, then I shift to letting the weight of my left shoulder, my right instep, and so 

on melt towards the floor. Then, I see another person coming through the door. They 

slowly take their shoes off while glancing at the space. They hesitantly walk and trace the 

walls of the Ark, trying to find a rug on the outer rim of the play area. They find a spot 

and sit there with their legs crossed. I find a book on a rug, open a page randomly, and 

scan for a quote I feel struck by about being apologetic. I walk up to them, read them the 

sentence twice, and start talking about how I am a very apologetic person and how I am 

trying hard to be unapologetic. They respond, telling me one of the most vulnerable 

things a stranger has shared with me. We exchange a few words. After, I tell them I am 

going to move with what we just talked about, and I invite them to join or to look for a 

quote that moves them. I walk away to the center of the play area, as they stay there on 

the rug with the book. I see them in the corner of my eye with the book, lying down on the 

rug. I continue to move again, this time, tensing different parts of my body and letting 

that guide through my movement.1 

 

While we gathered together resources, intuitively pulled ideas, and made quick 

decisions for our first Meshroom, this event became a site of research to approach the 

initial question, how can we gather a community of interdisciplinary thinkers into a 

movement-oriented space to invite them to the state of embodied thinking? How can 

this manifest within the grounds of the research institution, Duke University? Since our 

first event, we hosted more on March 31st, July 7th, September 22nd, and November 

17th in 2022, and February 23rd in 2023. Through our reflections and observations, as 

well as occasional feedback of past visitors, we made tweeks on our conceptual and 

curatorial plans each time. Eventually, for the final three Meshrooms, I took over the 

primary role of conceptualizing, curating, and coordinating as I pursued this project as 

 

1 Niko, Marika. “Description from the first Meshroom,” 2022. 
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part of my graduate research with Ryan’s consent, while they offered their 

dramaturgical input and labor support throughout. Due to the flexible artistic 

relationship with Ryan that shifted over time, this paper oscillates between the use of “I” 

for parts I took initiative in and “we” for parts Ryan and I worked on together. The 

multi-authored nature of the project and the fluid collaborative creative process 

extended beyond my relationship with Ryan to other collaborators.  

As I started to take the lead in this project, I also started to question what I, as an 

artist, movement practitioner, choreographer, and community organizer, bring into the 

work. In molding Meshroom, two embodied practices became central to the conception 

and creative process of the event: social choreography and ankoku-butoh. My 

understandings and practices of these movement methods, which have offered me a tool 

to disrupt and disorient a pre-existing social order and imagine a different bodily mode 

of being, support my choices in making Meshroom. I primarily draw upon social 

choreography in building the structural framework of the project and butoh in 

investigating the role of the body in this social intervention.  

My research in Meshroom concludes with the “Meshroom Tech Rider,” a writing 

that poetically articulates the scholarly influences and the curatorial strategies that I 

adopted in this work. As a tech rider lists the technical requirements to stage a 

performance, this text unfolds the aesthetic infrastructure that enables Meshroom. While 

the title “meshroom” was proposed by Batson from before the start of the creative 
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process, as I started to conceptualize and materialize Meshroom, I found connections 

between this performance environment with Timothy Morton’s idea of “the mesh”, 

which expresses the interconnectedness between life-forms. 2 Thus, the “Meshroom Tech 

Rider” draws from their words and is broken down into two parts: “The Mesh has no 

Center” and “The Mesh has no Edge.” The two sections elaborate on five aesthetic 

conditions that are foundational to the work. This paper will use the “Meshroom Tech 

Rider” and its proposed five points - choreographic format, invitation and multisensory 

curation, hospitality and language, invitation to disruption, and care - as a framework to 

unpack and synthesize the theoretical and practical ideas that contributed to my 

ideation and to the collaborative materialization of Meshroom. 

 

2 Timothy Morton, “The Mesh,” in Environmental Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, eds. Stephanie 

LeMenager, Teresa Shewry, and Ken Hiltner (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), 19-30, 24. 
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2. Creating in Context 

2.1 Position of Researcher 

This work, Meshroom, expresses what I have cultivated and accumulated through 

my multicultural upbringing. My own transnational movement influences every part of 

this project, from my aesthetic to my hopes. Having been born in Bangkok and lived in 

London, Yokohama, Maastricht, Berlin, New York, Abu Dhabi, and now Durham, my 

surrounding environment changed every year; either I moved to a different place or a 

significant portion of my friends and chosen family left. I constantly faced change. I 

learned how being myself is a relational practice, in other words, how I adapt my mode 

of being based on the surrounding environment and people. I learned what remains 

consistent within these whirlwinds of change. I learned how to stay humble and tune 

into what is already there, but also to offer my contribution when my community is 

evolving. I learned how this navigation of social spaces affects my gender and racial 

performance. I learned to learn and unlearn things quickly. Overall, I learned how to 

stay in motion in my daily life. This choreographic project Meshroom comes from how I 

move between, within, and to build communities. 

Furthermore, this project meshes the various identities that I carry along in this 

journey: as a movement practitioner, a choreographer, and a community organizer. 

Firstly, I identify myself as a movement practitioner, who has strong affinities with 

butoh. Having practiced under Yoshito Ohno, Shakina Nayfack, and Vangeline on 
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different occasions in the last five years, this dance form has been an anchor in how I 

understand my body, movement, and its relation to the world. My understandings and 

experiences of the dance form inform how I conceptualize the embodied space in 

Meshroom. Secondly, I have found my artistic voice as a choreographer, who has 

choreographed immersive, multisensorial, embodied gatherings and experiences for 

audiences to explore different ways of relating; relationships to space, to time, to other 

humans, and other non-humans. For example, Caress (2021) challenged gendered and 

racialized norms of care by using an immersive audio choreography format set in the 

kitchen. While listening to fragments of stories, participants were prompted to move 

with water and an egg and imagine intimate asexual relationalities with human and 

non-human others that exist in the domestic space. My curiosity as a choreographer has 

stemmed from the desire to pursue an aesthetic that resists established, fixed, and 

monotonous forms of being or moving with one another. Thirdly, being a community 

organizer is also one of my identities. Prior to my role as a graduate research student, I 

was working as a dance administrator and event organizer in the field of dance for local 

communities. As a startup organization, we continuously questioned how to gather 

artistic communities together, as well as bring in communities who are unfamiliar with 

dance into the field. After witnessing the organization’s curatorial decisions and leaving 

that work to attend school, I became passionate about how I would gather people 

through dance in my immediate community. In other words, I was drawn to understand 
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how dance, an important part of my identity, collided with the fact that my community 

often changed in my transnational movement. As a movement practitioner, a 

choreographer, and a community organizer, my multiple identities mesh with one 

another throughout this project.  

 

2.2 Social Choreography  

Social choreography is a term that was conceptualized by various thinkers and 

practitioners in North America and Western Europe concerned with the relationship 

between embodied action and social organization. The term reached prominence in 

Western Europe through the publication of Social Choreography: Ideology as Performance in 

Dance and Everyday Movement by Andrew Hewitt in 2005. His term is concerned about 

how dance is not merely a mimetic reflection of pre-existing social order but could also 

be an enactment of unborn imaginative social structures.1 Thus, the body is not merely a 

site of analysis – a thing that consumes, embodies, and ultimately manifests existing 

social ideologies – but also a subject that does – a thing that can imagine, rehearse, and 

embody social change. As he spoke of how “choreography designates a sliding or gray 

zone where discourse meets practice,”2 choreography is an experimentation of social 

 

1 Andrew Hewitt, Social Choreography: Ideology as Performance in Dance and Everyday Movement (Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press, 2005), 2. 
2 Goran Sergej Pristaš, “Andrew Hewitt: Choreography is a Way of Thinking about the Relationship of 

Aesthetics to Politics,” 2008, accessed March 15, 2023, 

https://thefuturecrash.files.wordpress.com/2008/07/andrew_hewitt.pdf. 
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organization in motion. Hewitt’s theoretical framework opened up scholars to describe 

diverse structures, phenomena, or performances that exist in society. For example, TkH 

21’s publication of Social Choreography in 2013 compiles multiple articles that expand on 

the notion of Hewitt’s term. Gabrielle Klein writes about protest movement as an 

aesthetic intervention to imagining new social organization,3 while Ido Feder and Shir 

Hacham elaborate on how the aesthetic of Israeli dance deeply intertwines with Zionist 

history, military, and nationalism.4 Hewitt’s conceptualization of social choreography 

ties notions of movement, aesthetic, and the political together, offering a framework that 

unpacks how each aspect relates to, blends with, and morphs into each other.  

During this scholarly development, Hewitt’s notion of social choreography had 

been concurrently conceptualized in the field of practice as well. US-born dramaturg 

Steve Vaulk and Austrian-born choreographer Michael Kliën were leading practitioners 

in the early 2000s, born out of Ballet Frankfurt, who worked to conceive social 

choreography as an embodied practice that resists the Western concert dance traditions. 

Kliën defines social choreography as the following. 

The practice of social choreography deals with the uncovering of underlying social 

relations and patterns – the choreography of the social - through embodied practices, and 

 

3 Gabriele Klein, “Collective Bodies of Protest: Social Choreographies in Urban Performance Art and Social 

Movements,” Social Choreography, vol. 21 (2013): 32, accessed March 15, 2023, http://www.tkh-

generator.net/portfolio/tkh-21-social-choreography/.  
4 Ido Feder and Shir Hacham, “A Dancing Body Offers Legitimacy to the State,” Social Choreography, vol. 21 

(2013) 47, accessed March 15, 2023, http://www.tkh-generator.net/portfolio/tkh-21-social-choreography/. 
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always, engages these dynamics for new social choreographies to emerge 

simultaneously.5  

 

Kliën’s approach to social choreography is dedicated to centering embodiment in 

the quest to explore, reveal, or imagine the reciprocal relationship between the aesthetic 

and the social. He uses a participatory performance setting that invites the audience 

members for a collective embodied experiment. In this method, the role of the 

choreographer becomes the one who sets the conditions for something to unfold.6 More 

specifically, the choreographer offers verbal, atmospheric, and material conditions to the 

participating audience members, then lets movements, relationships, and happenings to 

occur. By moving through these conditions, the choreographer and the participants 

physically experience how it feels to move in ways that one might not have imagined 

before. In my research, I apply Hewitt’s theoretical framework and Kliën’s 

choreographic method in ideating Meshroom, specifically in building the concept and the 

event structure. I focus on how to curate the choreographic format, invitation to the 

space, use of language, and gathering of audience members in order to create an 

embodied environment that organically unfolds and constantly changes over time. The 

 

5 Michael Kliën, “Laboratory for Social Choreography,” The Kenan Institute of Ethics at Duke University, 

accessed March 15, 2023, https://kenan.ethics.duke.edu/laboratory-for-social-choreography/.  
6 Kirsi Monni, “Social Choreography and Post-humanist Philosophies - notes and methodologies of two 

streams of interest in the field of contemporary choreography,” Aalto University (2018): 5, accessed March 15, 

2023, 

https://mycourses.aalto.fi/pluginfile.php/1147607/mod_folder/content/0/monni_social_choreography_and_p

ost-humanist_philosophies_-

_notes_and_methodologies_of_two_streams_of_interest_in_the_field_of_contemporary_choreography_2018

_.pdf.  
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specific methods and choices will be demonstrated in the subsequent chapters. In 

addition to these influences, my movement research draws on my personal experience 

of studying butoh. 

 

2.3 Butoh  

Furthermore, in this project, I situate butoh as an additional locus of embodied 

explorations. As a researcher and recent practitioner of the dance form, I draw upon two 

aspects of butoh, one is philosophical, the other practical, in orientation. I am not 

invested in reproducing the butoh aesthetic in my project, instead, I am committed to 

unpacking how butoh conceives the body in relation to society and how I can apply its 

method in the choreographic and curatorial process of Meshroom. First, I am informed by 

Tatsumi Hijikata’s philosophical ideas of the body in relation to the historical context of 

postwar Japan. These ideas were used in the process of building a choreographic prompt 

that was distributed to movement collaborators at Meshroom. Additionally, I am inspired 

by Yoshito Ohno’s butoh pedagogy and practice that I have experienced through 

participating in his workshops. My recollections and reflections support the process of 

curating and designing the Meshroom space. 

Numerous factors are considered to have impacted the birth of butoh in Japan, 

such as the trauma from WWII and the capitalistic development in postwar, which 

manifested in a “landscape of accelerated production, individuated competition and 
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selective amnesia.”7 Moreover, the mass political movements such as the protests against 

the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan or 

oppositions against the Vietnam War, circulated a culture of rebellion amongst the 

public within Japan.8 The anti-government or antiwar responses among the Japanese 

public were politically situated in the body; for example, masses of students occupied 

public spaces for embodied sit-ins, and guerilla activists planned physically violent 

means of protest.9 Butoh can be situated in parallel with the historical, political, and 

cultural moment of intense embodied resistance.  

One of the key artists who materialized the dance form through experimentation 

was Tastumi Hijikata. When he described his butoh, he mentioned, “my butoh is a riot. 

When I teach others, I tell them, ‘you’ve been living with tamed movements your entire 

life, you’ve been hurt by this, that’s because your conception of the body is astray,’ and 

make them intensely contemplate on their body.”10 He conceptualizes a socialized body 

that moves as the hegemonic order to rebel against and to reimagine an untamed body 

that exists outside of the social norm. In Japanese there is a distinction between the 

words shintai and nikutai, which can both be translated to “body.” While shintai (which 

 

7 Adam Broinowski, Cultural Responses to Occupation in Japan – The Performing Body During and After the Cold 

War (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 73. 
8 Sondra Fraleigh and Tamah Nakamura, Hijikata Tatsumi and Ohno Kazuo (London: Routledge, 2006), 73. 
9 Peter Eckersall, “Butoh’s remediation and the anarchic transforming politics of the body in the 1960s,” in 

The Routledge Companion to Butoh Performance, eds. Bruce Baird and Rosemary Candelario (London: 

Routledge, 2012), 152. 
10 Tatsumi Hijikata, Hijikata Tatsumi zenshū  II, eds. Suehiro Tanemura, Yoshihisa Tsuruoka, and Akiko 

Motofuji (Tokyo: Kawade Shobō shinsha, 1998), 16. 
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consists of the character “身” meaning oneself and “体” meaning body) is “the systemic 

body that is invested by social categories and community values,”11 nikutai (which 

consists of the character “肉” meaning meat or flesh and “体” meaning the body) is an 

untamable, anarchic, and pre-discursive material.12 Put simply, the former is a socially 

constructed body and the latter is a body independent from social structures. In an 

interview with Tatsuhiko Shibusawa, Hijikata repeatedly uses the term nikutai in the 

original Japanese text (where the word “bodies” is used in the translation), as he states 

the following, “Let them pluck the darkness from within their own bodies and eat it. But 

they always seek resolution from outside themselves.”13 In this interview, “they” refer to 

the artists in the underground art scene whose work becomes trendy,14 and he critiques 

them of how their work has been tolerated, accepted, and consumed by a mass of people 

and rejects any traces of the social that exists in artistic practices. The word highlights an 

unsocialized, primal, and raw conception of the body that needs to be sought after.  

In evoking a nikutai, Hijikata uses the imagery of the “skin.” He said, “The cast-

off skin is totally different from that other skin that our body has lost… One skin is that 

 

11 Katja Centonze, “Resistance to the Society of the Spectacle: The 'nikutai in Murobushi Ko,” in Danza e 

Ricerca. Laboratorio di Studi, Scritture, Visioni (2009): 171, https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2036-1599/1624. 
12 Kaitlin Coker, “舞踏の肉体 : 現代日本における舞踏家たちの日常実践と共同生活 [The Butoh Body: Daily 

Practices and Communal Living of Butoh Artists in Contemporary Japan],” Jinbun Gakuho (2015) 107: 78, 

https://doi.org/10.14989/200637.  
13 Tatsuhiko Shibusawa, “Hijikata Tatsumi: Plucking off the Darkness of the Flesh,” in TDR/The Drama 

Review 44, no. 1 (2000): 51-52, https://doi.org/10.1162/10542040051058852. 
14 Ibid., 51. 
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of the body approved by society. The other skin is that which has lost its identity.”15 

Furthermore, he has mentioned that “I think the naked body is one form of costume as 

well. You have to take off this costume that is the naked body.”16 Hijikata conceptualizes 

an external layer of skin that is woven with social habits, codes, identifiers, and 

structures: rules and regulations that allow one to be a “normal” person in society. He 

calls one to remove this socialized layer in butoh practice. Butoh practitioner and scholar 

Michael Sakamoto writes how butoh artists first and foremost interrogate and cast-off 

this layer of skin, as he says, “Artists attempt in each fleeting moment to peel away at 

psycho- physiological tendencies rooted in social structures, spontaneous perception 

unmasking preconception.”17 Butoh becomes a process to excavate a mode of being that 

rejects the hidden and tamed socialized body. It is a tool that allows one to interrogate 

how the body has existed before and how the body births itself a new state. I extend this 

principle of unmasking the normalized social body in my attempt at building a 

movement space Meshroom that reorganizes habituated modes of moving. I borrow 

Hijikata’s notion of “the skin” in building a choreographic prompt that is introduced to 

my collaborators at Meshroom. 

 

15 Ethan Hoffman, Mark Holborn, Yukio Mishima, and Tatsumi Hijikata, Butoh: Dance of the Dark Soul, trans. 

Kazue Kobata (New York: Aperture Foundation, 1987), 121. 
16 Tatsumi Hijikata, Hijikata Tatsumi zenshū  II, eds. Suehiro Tanemura, Yoshihisa Tsuruoka, and Akiko 

Motofuji (Tokyo: Kawade Shobō shinsha, 1998), 132. 
17 Michael Sakamoto, “Parallels of Psycho-Physiological and Musical Affect in Trance Ritual and Butoh 

Performance,” Pacific Review of Ethnomusicology, vol.14 (Fall 2009), accessed March 15, 2023, 

https://ethnomusicologyreview.ucla.edu/journal/volume/14/piece/485.  
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Secondly, I draw upon the butoh practice of Yoshito Ohno, the son of Kazuo 

Ohno, who both contributed to the birth of butoh through their collaboration with 

Hijikata in the performance Forbidden Colors.18 Since Kazuo Ohno’s passing, Yoshito 

Ohno held the fort at Kazuo Ohno Dance Studio by offering weekly butoh workshops. 

Despite how I was located outside of Japan at that time, I attended Yoshito Ohno’s 

workshops from 2017-2019 every summer, until his passing in early 2020. His workshop 

structure and pedagogy drew from botoh-fu,19 which combines the term “butoh” and “fu 

(score)” to describe the verbal notation method of the dance form. In his workshop, he 

would verbally share the participants a story or an anecdote that was sometimes 

accompanied by an object such as printed pictures, tissue papers, towels, bamboo sticks, 

or costume pieces. He would then put on music of his choice, and let the people move in 

an improvisational manner. While he almost never gave particular feedback to any of 

the participants, he was specific about his verbal prompting. These strategies of verbal 

prompting and movement improvisation strongly influenced my choreographic and 

curatorial approach in this research. For Ohno, the stories and anecdotes would come 

from his own memories, symbols or shared imageries, paintings, or spiritual ideas, 

which inspired deep interrogation and excavation of the internal workings of the 

participants themselves. As his verbal and multisensorial prompts inspired me to 

 

18 Kazuko Kuniyoshi, “On the eve of the birth of ankoku butoh: postwar Japanese modern dance and Ohno 

Kazuo,” in The Routledge Companion to Butoh Performance, eds. Bruce Baird and Rosemary Candelario, trans. 

Bruce Baird (London: Routledge, 2012), 25-36, 34. 
19 Sondra Fraleigh and Tamah Nakamura, Hijikata Tatsumi and Ohno Kazuo (London: Routledge, 2006), 112. 
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conjure forgotten memories, psychedelic imageries, or intense emotions in my dance, I 

use this method of prompting in stimulating an embodied experience among the visitors 

at Meshroom. Put differently, Ohno’s practice of butoh-fu, a verbal prompting to evoke 

introspective and complex movement, is strongly but implicitly incorporated in the 

curatorial process of this project.
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3. Methodology 

The curation of Meshroom became the methodology for this research process. 

There were a number of approaches I adopted to different aspects of the curatorial 

process. As a curator, the pre-production tasks I did surrounding the organization of 

such an event entailed the following: configuring the space, designing lighting, 

choreographing rituals and staging, curating the movement offerings and installations, 

arranging the structure of the event, and gathering potential visitors. The creative 

process differed for each element.  

The choreographic and atmospheric design of the space were based on 

theoretical ideas and embodied practices that I gathered through the research on butoh. I 

asked myself, what has the butoh practice offered me? How can I translate that to a 

social space such as Meshroom? What are choreographic and atmospheric ways of 

prompting that? In order to craft a choreographic prompt, I decided to look at the ways 

in which the introspective practice of butoh intertwines with notion of the social. I read 

literature on how the butoh body was conceived in relation to the social and historical 

moment of the 1950s in Japan, read texts on how practitioners specifically talk about the 

social aspect of this dance form, and examined how it relates to ideas in social 

choreography. I extracted images and language that discussed how butoh enables a 

bodily intervention that shifts the way the body exists in the realm of the social. These 

became a core part of the choreographic prompt. After crafting it, I asked my friends and 
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colleagues to try them out. By listening to how they interpreted the verbal prompt, I 

edited the language so that my ideas came across with clarity. In curating the 

atmospheric design, I returned to my own experience of practicing the dance form. I 

self-conducted butoh sessions through my recollection of Yoshito Ohno’s workshops. I 

listed some of his verbal prompts that I used to repeatedly dance to at Kazuo Ohno 

Dance Studio and took note of my experiences after each prompt. As Ohno’s 

multisensorial prompting afforded me an introspective, imaginative, and embodied 

experience, I decided to use this as my method for the atmospheric design. I curated 

videos, texts, lighting, smell, or visual objects in The Ark, the site of the event, to see 

what atmospheric design would evoke a bodily response. I edited my choices based on 

how much these multisensorial elements prompted a visceral response or had an 

interactive component that gently invited the visitors to be more aware of how they use 

their bodies. 

On the other hand, the curation of movement practitioners and multidisciplinary 

artists for their contribution to the space, as well as gathering potential audience 

members were done through grassroot initiatives among Duke and non-Duke-affiliated 

communities. To reinforce my artistic goals, I asked curatorial questions such as, who 

are the movement practitioners and artists I would like to invite? What is the role of 

their contribution in the Meshroom space? Who are my potential audience members? To 

engender trust and make cultural connections with potential collaborators and audience 
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members, I went to interdepartmental mixers and events to meet artists who are present 

on Duke’s campus, as well as numerous art-related events in the Triangle (Durham, 

Chapel Hill, and Raleigh) to connect with art organizers in the area. I also reached out to 

Durham-based movement organizations that primarily work in social choreography, 

ecstatic dance, or modern dance that have accumulated a pool of audience members 

who are familiar with improvisatory communal movement environments. While I 

primarily reached out to artistic communities or movement groups, I also asked myself, 

how do I reach communities that are not already invested in embodied movement-

oriented spaces? I started by simply exchanging conversations around Meshroom within 

the community I belonged to such as my friends and families, the Japanese community 

in the Triangle, or the Asian Pacific Islander Queer community at Duke. In my 

interpersonal conversations, I attempted to alter the narrative description of the project 

or edit my word choices based on who I was talking to, in order to find a commonality 

between us and gain more understanding surrounding the work. Through these 

conversations, people offered me permission to access different communities that they 

may belong to. As a transnational artist doing grassroot initiatives in a place or country 

far from home, I first identified the community that I felt invited into and was 

comfortable being in. Then, I aimed to understand their values and what I share with 

them in my artistic practice. After been given permission and an invitation, only then I 

would expand to other communities that I do not immediately feel like I belong.  
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Furthermore, being a communal event, the repetition of the work became a 

significant part of the methodology. As the intent was to create a communal 

environment, I hosted Meshroom six times over the course of a year. There were usually 

one or two Meshrooms each academic semester (On March 3rd and 31st in the Spring 

2022 semester, on July 7th in the Summer 2022 semester, September 22nd and November 

17th in the Fall 2022 semester, and February 23rd in the Spring 2023 semester). For each 

Meshroom, I experimented with different curatorial strategies based on self-reflections 

from the previous Meshroom, conversations with my collaborators and mentors (Ryan, 

Kliën, and Grigoni), feedback from visitors about their experiences, and new ideas I had 

been brewing. Curatorial choices such as use of language, entrance ritual, choreographic 

prompt, or curated artworks shifted across the six Meshrooms, which will be elaborated 

in the following section of this writing. At the same time, I was equally focused on what 

remains the same within this repetition. For example, the venue, the day of the week 

and the time of the day, the duration, and the marketing materials remained consistent. 

While experimenting with the content of Meshroom, I kept the container of the event the 

same in order to breed familiarity among past visitors, as well as to gain recognition that 

this was a recurring event for the community for future audience members.  

Lastly, my method includes the writing of the “Meshroom Tech Rider.” While I 

was practicing the curation of Meshroom, I asked myself, how do I articulate the work 

that I am doing? What are the implicit choices I am making that are central to the 
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aesthetic exploration of Meshroom? The process of writing, which was shaped through 

looking back at archival videos and notes from past events or reading literature from the 

field of ecology, philosophy, and dance studies, became part of the conceptualization. 
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4. Meshroom Tech Rider 

4.1 Outline 

In the following section, I propose the “Meshroom Tech Rider,” which is a writing 

that includes five key aesthetic elements that became integral to the creation and 

facilitation of Meshroom. This text was written after the fourth Meshroom on September 

22nd, 2022, to synthesize and articulate my curatorial and aesthetic choices. I consider 

this text to be a tech rider for Meshroom, as the writing outlines the aesthetic conditions 

that are necessary for the work with the intent to be shared among future collaborators. 

However, I also challenge the conventions of tech riders. I aim to imagine what a tech 

rider could look like for social choreographic interventions that are invested in curating 

communal spaces for participatory experiences. Thus, this text does not incorporate the 

technical language, precise instructions, and fixed requirements often seen in tech riders; 

instead, it poetically elaborates on the aesthetic infrastructure that governs the space and 

leaves room for adaptation in how this could manifest in different contexts. 

This tech rider is written in two parts “The Mesh has no Center” and “The Mesh 

has no Edge” in reference to Timothy Morton’s idea of “the mesh,” which expresses the 

interconnected and complex relationships that are woven among life-forms.1 Within 

each part, I state two to three aesthetic values along with a poetic description of my 

 

1 Timothy Morton, “The Mesh,” in Environmental Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, eds. Stephanie 

LeMenager, Teresa Shewry, and Ken Hiltner (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), 19-30, 24. 
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intentions. Furthermore, every pillar comes with specific instructions written for 

curators, facilitators, participating artists, supporting members, and musicians2 who 

create Meshroom.  

Here are the elements in short form, which I will explain in greater detail below: 

 

THE MESH HAS NO CENTER 

1. No centralized axis.  

Co-create temporary worlds in movement. 

2. No centralized focal point.  

Meander with the full body. 

3. No centralized voice.  

Transcend narrow languages. 

  

THE MESH HAS NO EDGE 

4. No edge in the unknown.  

Embrace the discomfort. 

5. No edge in compassion.  

Activate the sensibilities to care.3 

 

4.2 Meshroom Tech Rider One: Choreographic Format 

THE MESH HAS NO CENTER 

 

No centralized axis.  

Co-create temporary worlds in movement. 

 

2 I define the roles as follows:  

Curators: they plan the event from designing the space to curating the performances and installations.  

Facilitators: they are present during the event and welcome guests, time transitions, and communicate with 

artists and musicians throughout the night. 

Participating artists: they are artists from various disciplines who offer a performance during the night or set 

up makeshift installations in the Meshroom space. 

Supporting members: they are collaborators who are aware of how the event unfolds and are present during 

the event to act as visitors.  

Musicians: they play music during the event. 
3 Niko, Marika. “Meshroom Tech Rider,” 2023. 
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In the mesh, there is no axis.  

It is a space of constant and dynamic change. 

Bodies, thoughts, atmospheres, and movements interact with one another, forming and 

unforming relationships, patterns, and differences. 

 

* 

 

Meshroom is an immersive communal movement salon to re-wild thought and 

movement. It oscillates between individual performance offerings and open explorative 

space. The performance offerings are curated; however, the movements, the live music, 

and the visitors’ interactions organically unfold. Visitors can drop-in and drop-out 

anytime during the two-hour event. No particular form of participation is forced upon.  

 

Curator 

To create such a porous environment, the curator prepares the space prior to the event.  

The curator designs a cozy and relaxing atmosphere; the room is intimately dim with 

cozy seating areas that surround an open dance floor in the center. Musicians, makeshift 

installations by artists, sculptures, or objects such as books, blank sheets of paper, and 

texts are scattered around the space in a dispersed configuration. All furniture and 

artworks are placed to face different directions in the space.4 

 

“Meshroom” was initially coined by somatic practitioner and scholar Glenna 

Batson; however, her idea beautifully resonated with the concept of the “mesh” by 

Timothy Morton. Morton, being a scholar in the intersection between philosophy and 

ecology, describes the “Interdependence Theorum,” a theoretical framework that 

unpacks ecological interconnectedness. This theory brings up the notion of the mesh and 

argues that all life-forms are interconnected in a mesh that is infinite, entangled, and 

 

4 Niko, Marika. “Meshroom Tech Rider,” 2023. 



 

27 

complex.5 Instead of considering all-life forms to exist in a static whole, they imagine the 

mesh to be a flowing, open, and ambiguous thing, as they write, “Each point of the mesh 

is both the center and edge of a system of points, so there is no absolute center or edge.”6 

In other words, the mesh is a concept sustained not through a top-down, inside-outside, 

or middle-periphery dichotomy, but a horizontal connection among everything that 

exists in this boundless and shapeshifting container. Through Morton’s language, there 

are hints to the different aesthetic conditions for the mesh to emerge and be sustained: 

interdependence, non-linearity and decentralization, and changeability. I use this notion 

of the mesh as an aesthetic foundation in the conceptualization and curation of the 

Meshroom event. Thus, I asked myself, what are the conditions for a mesh to emerge? 

How can I create an event that organically unfolds through the micro/macro interactions 

between the visitors and that shifts constantly throughout the night?  

As the event was first conceived to create a space where dance artists can share 

their movement explorations, the first thing we planned was to have an “individual 

offering.” In the individual offerings, we reached out to local movement practitioners 

we knew of, most of them affiliated with Duke University as an enrolling student, 

alumni, or former faculty, to offer a 10-minute performance offering. However, an 

“individual offering” created a one-directional and fixed dichotomy between artist and 

 

5 Timothy Morton, “The Mesh,” in Environmental Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, eds. Stephanie 

LeMenager, Teresa Shewry, and Ken Hiltner (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), 19-30, 24. 
6 Ibid., 25. 
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visitors, where the artists presented and the visitors witnessed. In Morton’s lens, this 

was not a condition in which a mesh could emerge. Thus, we decided to sandwich these 

moments of individual offerings with a moment where all visitors can be the agents of 

their own exploration. We created a moment of “collective space,” where the visitors did 

what they wanted for the duration of 20 minutes or so. We curated multisensorial 

objects and activities such as books, video installations, drawing/writing stations, sound 

equipment, and smell-infused sculptures that invited visitors to move, play, explore, 

and think. The collective space was a grounding for all the individuals to pursue their 

thought and movement exploration with autonomy, while the individual offerings 

served as a contribution, an inspiration, or a question to each and everyone’s experience. 

The night consistently oscillated between collective space and individual offering, which 

created an everflowing dynamic among all the visitors, or in Morton’s words, a mesh.  

 

4.3 Meshroom Tech Rider Two: Invitation and Multisensory 

Curation  

No centralized focal point.  

Meander with the full body. 

 

In the mesh, there is nothing to look at.  

There is everything to sense.  

From the spider webs in the cracks to the open dance floor, from the moving bodies to the 

floating ancestral spirits, everything touches your memories, curiosities, and explorations. 

Conjure the past and future, subconscious and unconscious, dreams and reality. 

 

* 
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Meshroom hosts performance offerings by local movement artists that are curated by the 

curator. In these 10-minute offerings, movement artists share raw ideas, explore impulses, 

be in conversation with their surroundings, and destabilize their established practice.  

Meshroom also hosts artistic offerings from various mediums. These artworks, whether 

they are texts, videos, sculptures, interactive installations, or durational performance 

actions, are scattered around the space.  

 

Curator 

The curator curates three (or four) movement artists who are utmost rigorous in their 

embodied exploration, who actively defies pre-established technique, who embraces their 

bodily unknown, and who is committed to excavating the knowledge of their body.  

The curator also curates several artists to exhibit interdisciplinary artworks that invite 

the viewers to disorient, provoke, and challenge their embodiment and perception. These 

works are multisensory - they affect the tactile, olfactory, proprioceptive, visual, auditory, 

taste, and the spatial. They could be smell-infused sculptures, texts/videos that evoke 

visceral imagery, and music that transforms from meditative to eerie, from undisturbing 

to stimulating.7 

 

In organizing a communal environment that centers body and movement in how 

people think and perceive the world, we wanted to offer an invitation to the visitors to 

make this intent more explicit at the event. Thus, Ryan and I came up with a ritual, 

where we went up to a new visitor with a book. We would open the book, pick a 

sentence from the book, read the line twice, and start a conversation from there. We did 

not offer any names or affiliations, but exchanged a couple of thoughts or personal 

experiences that were related to the sentence. Once the sentence found an organic 

stopping point, we then said “I am going to move in the space with our exchange in 

mind. You are welcome to sit, find another book, or join me in the open dance floor.” 

This ritual invited the visitors into a space of both moving and thinking, while gently 

 

7 Niko, Marika. “Meshroom Tech Rider,” 2023. 
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suggesting what the people who are already in the space have been doing. However, in 

doing this for the first two Meshrooms, we encountered some resistance. Some visitors 

made surprised faces or verbally expressed discomfort. In the next three Meshrooms, we 

abandoned the ritual and invited the audience just by being ourselves. We never 

exchanged names with any of the guests, but we spoke to them about the space, such as 

where the bathroom is, where the dance floor is, and how there are other objects and 

installations scattered around the space. It was an attempt to locate the guests into 

Meshroom, in the hopes to ease their first step into the space and eventually feel 

comfortable doing whatever that came to them. However, this caused a different set of 

problems. While this left us with less resistance from the crowd, it divided up the space 

to have different purposes by sharing what each space is designated for. This was 

evident in the Meshroom on September 22nd and November 17th in 2022. In comparison 

to the previous iterations, a lot of the visitors chose to sit on and stay seated on the rugs 

to witness what was happening on the dance floor. It seemed as though many visitors 

were waiting to watch something that was about to happen. There was a unilateral 

relationship between the visitors who were sitting on the rugs and the people who were 

moving around the space, which reproduced the passive audience and active performer 

dichotomy that tends to exist in proscenium stage settings. 

For the final Meshroom on February 23rd, 2023, I shifted the way I consider 

invitation. While in my previous iterations I felt the obligation to make a verbal 



 

31 

invitation to any newcomers into the space, I started to consider the possibilities of not 

directly and explicitly stating an invitation in the hopes to put less pressure on the 

participants to do something as soon as they arrived. Thus, I chose not to verbally 

welcome someone upon their arrival. Nevertheless, I also wanted to have an option of 

verbal invitation for people who may benefit from one. I asked my colleague to do the 

ritual with the book - finding a quote from a book and exchanging a conversation - to 

visitors who were seated on the rugs and who seemed as though they were waiting for 

something to happen. He went around person to person throughout the night with 

various books to have interpersonal conversations. In one instance, he encountered a 

person who loved the book he was holding. After their conversation, they asked if they 

could take the book so that they could do the ritual to others; in other words, the invited 

one became the inviting one. Thus, the absence of invitation (not having a standardized 

invitation) and the delay of invitation (not verbally welcoming them as soon as a 

newcomer walks in) led to a participatory environment that aimed to promise the 

autonomy of the visitors as much as possible. 

Even though a verbal invitation was cut back, I worked on including other forms 

of invitations through the multisensorial curation of objects and other artworks. Using 

prompts that evoke multiple senses was a common practice in Yoshito Ohno’s butoh 
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workshops.8 Drawing upon my experience there in the curation of Meshroom, I chose to 

curate several elements in the space as a way to invite visitors to pay more attention to 

their embodied experience: books and texts, smell-infused playable sculptures, and 

multimedia artworks and installations. Firstly, I curated books and texts that offered 

various scholarly and artistic perspectives about embodiment as a way to stimulate 

one’s thinking about their own body. For example, with Kota Yamazaki’s consent, I 

exhibited his text that he wrote for Dance Teleportation in the space. Written by a dancer 

and choreographer with an extensive background in butoh, this non-linear, visually 

evocative, and intensely visceral text aimed to be a stimulus for the visitors to 

contemplate on how their body responds to this body-centered text. Secondly, I 

incorporated tactile and olfactory senses in my curation by putting smell-infused 

sculptures across the space. I made crocheted rocks that infused essential oils of ginger, 

jasmine, and rosemary, and hung them from the ceiling across the space. Being hung 

from the ceiling, people could interact with them by swinging them around. Whenever 

the sculptures moved, they elicited the smell of the oil. This sculpture was an easy 

invitation for people to move their bodies via the use of an object. Thirdly, I curated 

 

8 These workshops usually followed a similar format each time. Ohno would give the participants a prompt, 

or a butoh-fu, for movement, put on a song, and the participants moved for the duration of the song. His 

invitation for movement ranged from visual prompts (such as the dance of the scream, prompted by a 

picture of Edvard Munch’s The Scream), tactile prompts (such as the dance of torquing, prompted by 

squeezing a towel), or spatial prompts (such as the “one place” dance, prompted by vertically holding a 

two-meter tall bamboo stick). Ohno evoked different sensory images and textures among the participants, 

which informed the improvisatory movements. 
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multimedia artworks and installations that were placed around the space. I approached 

artists on campus to contribute a work that they had been working on to be part of 

Meshroom. For example, artist Sang Chi Liu made a number of 3D-printed objects, where 

its curvy form created an ambiguity surrounding what it is and what it is for. The 

sculptures were scattered around the space to be touched and played with by the 

visitors. However, Liu, who was present at Meshroom, decided to use this object to start 

an interpersonal participatory performance. From an idea inspired by another colleague, 

they started to pass the object around to a person, said “I made this for you,” and asked 

if they could do the same to another person. Their sculptural contribution morphed into 

a social performance experiment. By curating objects and artifacts that provoked the 

visitors’ multiple different senses, they aimed to serve as an invitation to reflect on, play 

with, and stimulate their embodied experience.  

Finally, the curation of sound was an integral part of the invitation to Meshroom. 

Amidst the interpersonal welcoming with the book or the micro invitation with the 

multisensory objects, sound was one of the overarching elements that defined the entire 

atmosphere. Thus, sound became an atmospheric invitation to Meshroom. Since the first 

Meshroom, I had been in collaboration with Michael Grigoni, a steel guitarist. In the first 

two events, Grigoni took on the role of improvising on his steel guitar for the two hours. 

The echoey texture and the elongated sounds produced a particular atmosphere: one 

that was cozy, spiritual, and meditative. Moreover, even though the loop pedal of the 
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steel guitar allowed him to create sonic multiplicity by layering sounds upon sounds, as 

there was only a single musical source, this atmosphere remained somewhat static 

throughout the night. While the sound of the steel guitar created a non-threatening 

atmosphere, the invitation remained the same. In order to offer more diversity in the 

atmospheric invitation, he brought in another musical collaborator for Meshroom on July 

7th 2022, a percussionist, who would improvisationally play along him throughout the 

night. Since then, Grigoni has invited multiple musicians to his team, such as a bassist, a 

pianist, and a saxophonist. The multiple musical voices, who were responding to each 

other, as well as each responding to what was happening in the space, created an ever 

changing atmospheric invitation that not only kept the comfort and calmness that the 

steel guitar afforded, but also shifted based on who was present in the space. 

 

4.4 Meshroom Tech Rider Three: Hospitality and Language 

No centralized voice.  

Transcend narrow languages. 

 

In the mesh, artists are not Gods.  

Visitors are not aliens.  

Hosts are not authority.  

No one voice is heard more than the other.  

All the utterances, vibrations, atmospheres, and movements resonate with one another in 

the space.  

 

* 

 

In between the performance offerings, an open explorative space is held, where visitors are 

invited to choose their mode of participation – they can move in the open dance floor, 
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think while reading books, meditate upon thoughts, lie down and rest, draw on the blank 

sheets of paper, or walk around the space.  

 

Curator 

The curator curates books, artworks and performance offerings from a diverse range of 

voices/artists to create a multi-authored space.This means, the curator actively seeks to 

decenter whiteness in the exhibited authors and participating artists by bringing in 

voices of BIPOC authors and artists. 

 

Facilitator 

Throughout the night, a facilitator is present to gently transition from performance 

offerings to collective space and vice versa. There are no centralized announcements by 

the facilitator; information is disseminated via multiple bodies through whispers (broken 

telephone style). The facilitator constantly reads the room and cues the transitions based 

on timing, as well as the energy of the room (how warm/stagnant the energy is, i.e. when 

change can be effective). 

Most importantly, the facilitator is both unbroken and accepting. They abandon any 

preconception of what a participant should “do” or “behave” in the space, and accept how 

people choose to be. 

 

Musicians 

Four musicians are dispersed around the space. They create sound by responding to each 

other as well as the visitors, and freely come in and out of the soundscape.9 

 

 In addition to the framework for this Meshroom event - from the choreographic 

format to the spatial design - we considered how the event will be facilitated. What was 

the role of the host that holds Meshroom together? The method of social choreography 

relies on the organic unfolding of events and relationships that happen among the 

visitors. In this space that promises autonomy for the participants, it became important 

for the host to not claim authority in the space, and instead practice hospitality. Jacques 

Derrida speaks about the notion of “conditional hospitality” and “unconditional 

 

9 Niko, Marika. “Meshroom Tech Rider,” 2023. 
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hospitality” when describing the host’s responsibility. Bringing up an instance of 

interrogating a foreigner when crossing a border, he describes how there is a 

“conditional and juridico-political” hospitality on the one hand that requires certain 

questions to be answered to deliberate as a host country, and “unconditional or 

hyperbolical” hospitality on another hand that questions why those interrogations are 

needed as a hosting nation.10 While the former requires the hosted ones to submit to the 

system of the host, in other words hospitality is earned, the latter mode of hospitality 

does not impose any conditions on the hosted ones.11 Therefore, in absolute hospitality, 

the host must not impose a system, a law, or a condition at any time to the hosted one 

for them to be part of an environment. Taking this one step further, the host must not try 

to fix, mend, or straighten any change that is brought by the hosted ones. In other words, 

the host must accept any change that the participants contribute to the space, as well as 

be willing to change themselves. Drawing this notion into Meshroom, this manifested in 

the conception of a fluid host. This host is accepting and would suspend any judgment 

of what is happening at the moment. This host does not impose any preconception of 

what a participant should “do” or “behave” in the space. This host is unbroken and 

would not be upset because something did not go as planned. This host responds to 

what is happening in the space.  

 

10 Jacques Derrida and Anne Dufourmantelle, Of Hospitality: Anne Dufourmantelle Invites Jacques Derrida to 

Respond, trans. Rachel Bowlby (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000), 135. 
11 Ibid., 25. 



 

37 

While this intent was present throughout, there were certain responsibilities that 

the host needed to conduct to facilitate the event. One of the responsibilities was to 

communicate the transitions from collective space to and from individual offering to the 

visitors. However, making a central announcement as a host that we are moving from 

one mode to another would put us in an authoritative position. Thus, Ryan and I 

discussed how to disseminate information to the visitors without explicitly performing 

and declaring the position of the organizer, but to do so while honoring the atmosphere 

of this communal space. We conceived of a strategy of broken telephone, where we 

would whisper to people about the transition and ask them if they could whisper this 

information to their surroundings. This strategy achieved three things: the minimal 

interruption of the atmosphere, the deconstruction of the dichotomy between host and 

visitors, and the decentralization of the host’s language. First, whispering to others into 

their ears allowed us to avoid a sudden and collective interruption of the space. The 

intimacy that was created between the person speaking and the person listening brought 

more care into the transition, allowing space for people to ask questions if they were 

confused. Furthermore, the time it took to disseminate information fully across the 

crowd brought a temporal lag, which created space for people to shift their mode of 

being in the space at their own pace. Secondly, as the hosts asked people to whisper to 

others who were sitting closeby, the listener became the whisperer. This made the 

information disseminate not in a top-down manner (from host to visitors), but in a 
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horizontal manner (initiated from the host to spreading among the visitors by the 

visitors). While the information started from the host, it deconstructed this one-way 

relationship of host and visitor by the way the information gets spread across multiple 

bodies. Thirdly, when the non-hosts whispered to others in the space, they translated the 

information into their own words before sharing the information. This translation 

allowed space for the transition instruction to become something of their own, not a 

verbatim reproduction of the host’s language. The choice to whisper the transitions 

between modes paved a way for Meshroom to think about how language exists in space - 

what is said, who is speaking, and how it is spoken - in order to break the possibility of 

creating a sole authority figure in the space. 

However, this attention was mostly directed in the host’s use of language, and 

was only implicitly suggested for other people. At the fourth Meshroom hosted on 

September 22nd 2022, I realized that this was an issue. I had invited three movement 

practitioners - a senior undergraduate dance student and two first-year graduate dance 

students at Duke - to share with the group a 10-minute improvisatory performance 

offering of something they had been curious about, working on, and wanted to explore. 

Amongst the three, two of them used instructional language in their offering. For 

example, one person shared a method of “time-shifting” they had been working on, 

which asked the participants to shift into the rhythm of another person who came beside 

them to interact. This instruction was followed by a permission that anybody who did 
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not wish to participate can go to the upper deck of the studio to witness the movement 

from above. Below is a description of what happened at the beginning of the 

performance offering. 

After putting down her book, Julia seemed to already have an idea where to start this 

prompt. She goes and sits on the floor next to Angela, her dance program cohort and 

friend, who immediately starts rocking her body from side to side, then rolls on her back 

from the carpet area into the open dance floor. It seems as though Julia follows her and 

imitates her, as she too, rocks side by side and eventually finds herself rolling into the 

open space. They walk on all fours for a few steps, but as Angela shifts her body weight 

towards her lower body, Julia also shifts her body to turn around. They simultaneously 

extend their legs, roll over, and find their way until standing; however, Julia immediately 

peels off from this union and walks away. She circles around the group of witnesses for 

half a circle, then finds a seat next to another person sitting on the floor, Leo, another 

dance program cohort. As soon as Julia sits down, they share a moment of stillness and 

gradually start extending the legs that were bent before. In this moment, two people who 

were witnessing the movements from the carpets, stand up and walk towards the 

staircase to go to the upper deck of the studio.12  

 

Up until that point, all participating individuals (or a few groups here and there) 

were doing their own thing. In the time of collective space, some people were reading a 

book, some were walking around fiddling with the ball of yarn that was hanging from 

the ceiling, some were drawing on paper on the ground, and some were moving on the 

dance floor. Even when the first performance offering started, some people chose not to 

witness the performance offerings at all: some lied down and looked at the ceiling, or 

they continued their own movement exploration and waved their arms as if they were 

dancing with their own shadow. The visitors seemed to be present in the space in 

 

12 Niko, Marika. “Description from Meshroom 11/17/2022,” 2022. 
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however way they chose to be. However, the introduction of instructional language that 

was shared as an announcement, disrupted what the hosts have been building. It created 

an authority figure of the artist in the space, a situation that forced a particular mode of 

participation, and a dichotomy of inclusion (the one’s participating in the prompt) and 

exclusion (the one’s witnessing the movement upstairs). As this went against my intent, 

since the fourth Meshroom, I started to explicitly told the collaborating artists to not come 

with movement explorations that involved verbal instructional prompts that required all 

visitors to participate in a particular way. 

Lastly, when considering the relationship between language and hospitality, it 

became increasingly important to create a metaphorically polylinguistic and multi-

authored space. Being in English-speaking countries as a non-native speaker or 

historically white institutions as a person of color in my transnational upbringing, being 

in spaces that hold multiple different voices made me feel safe. It felt as though I was 

contributing to the sea of difference, offering a feeling of belonging. Thus, in my own 

way of expressing hospitality as a host, I thought it was important to consciously gather 

different voices of people with various backgrounds and identities in various places 

where language came to be: in the performance offerings, in the books, or in the texts 

displayed around the space. Of course, I bring my own biases myself, but I sought to 

balance whose voices were being offered and actively brought in BIPOC authors and 

artists into the space.  
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4.5 Meshroom Tech Rider Four: Invitation to Disruption 

THE MESH HAS NO EDGE 

 

No edge in the unknown.  

Embrace the discomfort. 

 

In the mesh, relationships are not based on social codes or behavioral patterning. 

Peel away the social skin that divides one another.  

Stay within the pain, the liminal, the incomprehensible, the unknown, and the abnormal, 

as you continuously transform into a new vulnerable flesh. 

 

* 

 

At Meshroom, there are several supporting members who are aware of how the space is 

governed. Whether they identify as a mover or non-mover, they are the seeds that initiate 

the mesh. Their presence contributes to the culture of disorientation, rigor, and 

unfamiliarity. 

 

Supporting Members 

Throughout the night, the supporters follow a choreographic score: peel away your social 

skins. They tune into this mode of being, whether they are moving on the dance floor or 

resting on the cushions. 

 

Facilitator 

The facilitator embodies this mode of being (peeled skins), especially in the interpersonal 

relationships that they weave through at Meshroom. The facilitator shall not exchange 

any names or affiliations with the visitors until the event closes.  

 

Curator 

The curator curates artworks that are unthreatening but are visceral, disturbing, 

destabilizing, eerie, or slightly provocative for those who engage with them. They are 

meant to bend (but not break) the visitors’ modes of engagement.13 

 

 

13 Niko, Marika. “Meshroom Tech Rider,” 2023. 
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As I hosted several Meshrooms, there was something missing in the 

choreographic format. While I was creating a situation that allows participants to choose 

how they exercise their autonomy, I observed a pattern emerging. Especially with the 

overarching music of the steel guitar, it created a soothing atmosphere. This atmosphere 

gave rise to a particular movement: people primarily used arm motion in a flowy and 

wavy way, stayed in a set rhythm with little tempo changes, and frequently interacted 

with people around them through imitation or direct physical contact. This movement 

became a norm, it became static, and there were not many other factors that would 

disrupt this movement pattern.  

While social choreography was invested in imagining a new social organization 

through the unfolding of events, the current choreographic format was creating a 

situation where monolithic and hegemonic social order could gradually form over time. 

I questioned how I can construct an environment that undergoes constant change 

instead of gradual formation. While discussing theater works that were conceived or 

presented in relation to a large censorship scandal that happened in Japan in 2019, 

theater scholar Iwaki Kyoko brings up Izutsu Toshihiko’s concept of the “gentle 

cosmos.” Using examples of two theater practitioners who used the method of 

diffraction to counter public censorship, she argues how art should diffract binary 

regulations in order to disrupt hegemonic narratives without creating a divisive rhetoric 

by constructing a “gentle cosmos:” a state where undoing, reconfiguring, and queering 
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is constantly happening through the friction between the force of order “cosmos” and 

the force of disruption “anticosmos.”14 Through the constant collision between cosmos, 

an existing order and structure, and anticosmos, a force that aims to disrupt the 

cosmos,15 binaries and fixed patterns get blurred amidst this constant state of change. 

Thus, in order to create a non-hegemonic and fluid environment, access to change and 

disruption, the ability to create an “anticosmos,” becomes crucial. Thus, the question 

became, how can I create a choreographic format that creates a situation for not only a 

“cosmos” or a new social organization to emerge, but also an “anticosmos” or a 

disruption of the pre-existing social organization to arise? 

In order to introduce an “anticosmos” into Meshroom, I turned to the movement 

practice, butoh. I chose to take on a two-part exploration to develop a choreographic 

prompt that will ultimately be distributed to the supporting members on the day of 

Meshroom. First, I developed the prompt individually, then I applied that prompt to my 

collaborators at Meshroom. In developing the prompt, I identified the corporeal and 

poetic possibilities of Tatsumi Hijikata’s notion of the “skin,” which expresses a tamed 

body that embodies social norms and codes. I evoke this social skin in butoh as a 

guiding concept that introduces an “anticosmos” in the Meshroom space. I constructed a 

choreographic prompt that may become a seed for myself to not hesitate to challenge the 

 

14 Kyoko Iwaki, “Diffracting the Politicized Spectale,” Performance Research 25, no. 5 (March 2020): 88, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13528165.2020.1883327. 
15 Toshihiko Izutsu, Cosmos to anticosmos: Toyo tetsugaku no tameni (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2019), 236. 
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status quo. The prompt goes as follows: peel away your social skins. As a reflection, I wrote 

about my experience of this prompt right after I danced for seven minutes. It is not a 

coherent description of my experience, but they are fragmented notes of the faint and 

ephemeral recollections of what had just happened when I followed the score. Excerpt 

from the note goes as follows (the “/” indicates line change): 

discomfort governing / from neck / skin lifting from my bones and flesh, air in between / 

sliding, peeling, and shedding, like a snake? / gendered body, shrinking… / racialized 

body / air traveling to my legs / bursting impulse, pleasure in the unfamiliar / discomfort 

keeping me grounded / feeling of pores opening, sebum secreting, blackheads oozing / 

inflamed skin, gravity pulling it down… / Japanese history…16  

 

The notes go back and forth with the embodied experience (“discomfort” or 

“leg”), visual imaginations (“snake” or “pores”), and conscious reflections (“gender” or 

“race”), it seems as though spontaneous perception, visceral imaginations, undeveloped 

ideas, as well as rational thought all flood through the body in a non-linear and 

incoherent manner. This experience echoes the conceptual method of becoming a “Body 

without Organs (BwO),” a notion initially coined by Antonin Artaud and 

conceptualized by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. In the complex text “How Do You 

Make Yourself a Body Without Organs?” they unpack how BwO is an absolute riot 

towards the totality, the unity, and the organization of self and a call for discontinuation, 

deterritorialization, and intensity to become a BwO. As a method to achieve BwO, they 

write, “We are in a social formation; first see how it is stratified for us and in us and at 

 

16 Niko, Marika. “Notes.” 2022. 
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the place where we are; then descend from the strata to the deeper assemblage within 

which we are held; gently tip the assemblage, making it pass over to the side of the 

plane of consistency. It is only there that the BwO reveals itself for what it is: connection 

of desires, conjunction of flows, continuum of intensities.”17 The “de-socialization” 

process and becoming a BwO bring an explosion of the senses and thoughts that were 

repressed, hidden, or simply unprompted. The multiplicity of what is captured in this 

explosion can create a space of endless possibility, where anything can equally and 

intensely be felt, thought, or imagined at any given moment. As the writing from my 

experience of doing the prompt suggests, the embodiment of the snake coexists with the 

notion of gender, the pain in the leg occurs simultaneously with memories of orally 

transmitted historical trauma, and so on. A simple prompting to my body using the 

ideas from butoh can unleash possibilities of connections, associations, embodiment, or 

thoughts that are non-linear, irrational, or disordered.  

In the Meshroom on November 17th, 2022, and February 23rd, 2023, I 

implemented this prompt as a guiding force for the supporting members, who were 

movement collaborators acting as visitors throughout the night. 30 minutes prior to the 

event, I gathered the supporting members and distributed the prompt. I offered this as a 

suggestion, something that they can use or return to anytime during the two-hour event. 

 

17 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi 

(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 161. 
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On the November iteration, the six supporting members’ movements became a 

centrifugal force. Some were traveling slowly on their knees while gently trembling their 

upper body and some stayed on the floor contorting their body for a long time. The 

movement aesthetic shifted from a flowy, gestural, or arm-using one to an introspective 

one that holds tension and textures. However, in the February iteration, the six 

supporting members’ movements got diluted in a room filled with 60-70 people, which 

was an unexpected turnout. Thus, it is still questionable if the prompt distributed among 

the supporting members is an effective choreographic strategy that aims to create an 

anticosmos in the room. 

 

4.6 Meshroom Tech Rider Five: Care 

No edge in compassion.  

Activate the sensibilities to care. 

 

In the mesh, all life forms are cared for.  

Care shows up non-verbally, erotically, microscopically, atmospherically, and sincerely. 

The mesh continually reciprocates with the movement, dreams, hopes, and queerness of 

everyone in the room.  

 

* 

 

All visitors are welcome. In fact, it hopes to draw in people from all sectors of society. 

 

Curator 

The curator creates a cozy and relaxing atmosphere by using comfortable rugs, pillows, 

and household furniture to configure the space. 

The curator works to grassrootly approach diverse communities beforehand and invite 

them to Meshroom to balance and curate the potential visitors. They are mindful to not 
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bring in a single particular demographic to dissolve any possible dominance within the 

space. 

The curator prepares refreshments that are organically produced and uses eco-friendly 

products. 

 

Facilitator 

The facilitator embraces the drop-in drop-out aspect of the event. They never force anyone 

to stay or leave (unless there is an emergency or an intolerable situation). 

The facilitator mediates any tension or conflict.  

 

Participating Artists 

The movement artists do not force any touch or impose participation in the performance 

offerings; they ask for consent if they plan to do so.18  

 

 The final segment that overarches the aesthetic of Meshroom is the notion of care. 

Care primarily came up in the curatorial process. Firstly, it manifested in the 

interpersonal relationships that I had with my collaborators. I approached each artist 

differently. Even though I had prepared curatorial frameworks, I adapted my mode of 

communication with the other person. For example, for those who had never been to 

Meshroom and wanted to know more about how the space felt like, I offered them the 

“Meshroom Tech Rider” to read or a video excerpt from the past events to watch. On the 

other hand, for those who had been to Meshroom, I refrained from imposing my 

documentation of the event onto them, and only offered those supplementary materials 

if they wanted to take a look. As another example, for those who wanted to put time and 

labor in making something new specifically for the event, I stepped in to offer my 

dramaturgical input on the work that they were devising. We would have in-person 

 

18 Niko, Marika. “Meshroom Tech Rider,” 2023. 
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discussions and exchange opinions over text messages to bounce ideas off of each other. 

These microscopic and interpersonal dance happened throughout the curatorial process 

with each artist. This stopped me from adopting a standardized language that evoked a 

transactional and fixed relationship. Instead, it opened me up to building various 

complex relationships, eventually weaving into the communal dynamic that hopes to be 

present in the Meshroom space. Curation became a relational practice.  

Finally, as the curator of the event, it was important to care for the potential 

visitors of Meshroom. In my multicultural upbringing, I found that as a queer, Japanese, 

and woman-identifying person, I get a strong sense of unpleasant, uncomfortable, and 

unsafe feeling, when I am in a room that is predominantly from a particular 

demographic. In contrast, when I situate myself in a room without a loud majority, I feel 

safer and more open. Having this embodied knowledge from my past experiences, it 

became important for me to loosely curate my audiences in the attempt to not create a 

demographic majority. My main channels of marketing were through the two entities 

that were supporting this event: The MFA in Dance: Embodied Interdisciplinary Praxis 

and The Kenan Institute for Ethics. While these institutional channels allowed me to 

widely reach out to pre-existing communities that they had accumulated over the years, 

being a predominantly white institution with high university prestige, I didn’t want to 

solely rely on the community that they had gathered. Thus, I actively worked on 

widening the communities I belong to in Durham by attending local dance classes, 
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networking events for artists, and making friends outside of the institution. Through the 

building of interpersonal relationships inside and outside of the institution in a grassroot 

manner, I was slowly able to build a diverse community - diversity in race and ethnicity, 

gender and sexuality, age, affiliation, academic or artistic disciplines, and movement 

backgrounds - of people who may be interested in visiting Meshroom. This effort resulted 

in the final Meshroom on February 2023, where a variety of visitors from different 

communities came to visit the event. At the same time, it also exposed more work that 

still needed to be done. As my grassroot initiatives started from my immediate 

communities into adjacent ones - a strategy I frequently adopt as a transnational artist 

working in new communal contexts - the communities were still limited to spaces that 

were somewhat related to me. Thus, I hope to do more work to actively seek out for and 

be in conversation with other diverse communities that may be interested in Meshroom 

and build an audience group that reflects the event description, “free and open to all.”
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5. Conclusion 

This project started from an interdisciplinary urge within Duke University for an 

embodied and communal space. In conceptualizing and materializing this dream, I 

primarily drew upon social choreography and butoh, as well as other writings on 

ecology and philosophy, as a foundation to locate five aesthetic conditions that were 

integral to materializing Meshroom: a fluid choreographic format, interpersonal and 

multisensory invitations, autonomous visitors and decentralized language, disruption of 

the social skin, and care. These were integrated in the spatial, choreographic, and 

atmospheric design of the event, as well as the curatorial strategies in building a 

community around Meshroom. 

Meshroom gained traction within and surrounding the university community, as 

the participants tripled in its size over the six events; from having an average of 20-30 

people to 60-70 people who were constantly in the room in this two-hour drop-in or 

drop-out event. I was overwhelmed to see how many people showed up and how many 

people continued to stay. I was delighted to witness an unusual mix of people - from 

undergraduate Duke students to seasoned academics, from scientists to artists, movers 

to non-movers, or people who commute to Duke to people who don’t usually step foot 

on Duke’s campus - being present in a space of movement. I believe this community 

transformative tool could be applied and benefited by numerous research institutions or 

dance organizations that are aiming to bridge disciplinary differences among 



 

51 

community members, to bring focus to embodied practices, and to open up their doors 

to the local community. Using the “Meshroom Tech Rider” as a foundational framework, 

it can be adapted to different places and be curated and facilitated by local community 

members based on their specific contexts and needs. As in the case of this project, it 

could be localized in different educational institutions; at the same time, it could also be 

hosted at dance organizations as part of their tryout performance and local outreach 

programming.  

At the same time, the work as a communal event must stay in motion. There are 

still areas that I would like to focus on in this project. For example, while this work was 

initially born out of a communal urge, the question of labor and maintenance started to 

arise: while Meshroom was sustained among a predominantly student population with a 

culture rooted in shared economy and mutual aid, how do I think about the 

sustainability of the work once I am no longer affiliated with the institution? What new 

interpersonal dynamics would arise and how do I navigate the questions of honoring 

labor?  

The visitor numbers tripling in size, reflected a growing community and a seed 

in imagining an embodied environment that departs from habituated and normalized 

ways of being. At the same time, the fact that there were simply more people who 

contributed to the shaping of the group unveiled the potential to becoming a social 

space that could reproduce dominant social and aesthetic dynamics. Thus, I continue to 
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question how I can crystalize my curatorial efforts to creating a space that unmasks 

individual’s habituated modes of being, avoids reproducing a hegemonic social order, 

or constantly brings change to a dominant dynamic that may be introduced to the space. 

Even if participation numbers double, triple, or tenfold, how can I create a sustainable, 

porous, entangled, horizontal, and complex relationship among a group of people? 

Furthermore, extending beyond the physical room in Meshroom, how can the method 

and framework of this project be applied not only as a micro-communal intervention but 

a macro inter-communal social choreographic project? Ultimately, how can I create a 

“mesh” within a larger social sphere? 
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Appendix A: Meshroom on March 3rd, 2022 

 
Figure 1 Collective Space – Photo by Michael Kliën 3/3/22 

 
Figure 2 Individual offering by Brooks Emanuel – Photo by Marika Niko 3/3/22 
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Appendix B: Meshroom on July 7th, 2022 

 
Figure 3 Collective Space – Photo by John West, Trinity Communications 7/7/22 

 

 
Figure 4 Individual offering by Zhixuan (Miki) Zhu – Photo by John West, 

Trinity Communications 7/7/22 
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Figure 5 Michael Grigoni – Photo by John West, Trinity Communications 7/7/22 
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Appendix C: Meshroom on February 23rd, 2023 

 
Figure 6 Collective space – Photo by Yasaman Baghban 2/23/23 

 
Figure 7 Video footage – Video by Yasaman Baghban 2/23/23 
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Figure 8 Individual offering by Ayan Felix – Photo by Yasaman Baghban 2/23/23 

 
Figure 9 Sculpture by Sang Chi Liu – Photo by Yasaman Baghban 2/23/23 
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Appendix D: Flyers for Meshroom  

 
Figure 10 Flyer for Meshroom on March 3rd and 31st, 2022 – Image by David 

Redwine and design by Rafal Kosakowski 

 
Figure 11 Flyer for Meshroom on July 7th, 2022 – Image by David Redwine and 

design by Rafal Kosakowski 
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Figure 12 Flyer for Meshroom on February 23rd, 2023 – Image by David Redwine 

and design by Rafal Kosakowski 
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