Research into the history of flow arts, particularly Poi, and their development into use today

Link for performance video: https://youtu.be/cpOINDh4aG8
Link for recorded presentation: https://youtu.be/BO64P1DbU_g

This is my dissertation discussing the history of flow arts with a specific focus on the art of Poi. I will also be discussing my exploration into the art form of poi myself and my process of learning to use poi myself. I have included in my project a video of my own poi performance to which I have provided a YouTube link for. I have also recorded a presentation which I prepared which I have also uploaded as a part of my project. 
For my independent project, I decided to research the topic of the flow arts. This was a choice made based on my interest in the subject, additionally, the lack of knowledge many people have about it. I became fascinated with fire performance as I have seen at music festivals and circuses, and this led me to discover the art of Poi. After watching several videos of performances and demonstrations I decided to look into this performance style and discovered a rich history behind the art which I was previously not aware of. The purpose of this research for me has been to learn about something more and also share information on such an interesting topic. In addition, I have taught myself poi and began to explore with this flow art. This has been an exciting journey for me as I have taught myself a new skill and it has challenged me in a new way. Since beginning musical theatre training full time, what was once a hobby has turned into my life and so I found that I was left with no hobbies. Poi has changed that and it has given me something to push myself with and I can set clear goals to achieve with it so it is very mentally stimulating. 
The definition of Flow Arts is: a series of movement arts centered around moving with one or more inanimate props, moving them in an aesthetically pleasing way. This can include: juggling, Poi spinning, hoop spinning, circus skills including aerial (silks, hoop). However this is not just limited to prop based movement. The Flow arts also includes dance however, it is mainly prop based dance and performance which I will be focusing on. The word “flow” in flow arts comes from the work of Hungarian-Born psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. Csikszentmihalyi identified a mental state in which a person becomes fully absorbed in a given task. Many of us think of this as being “in the zone” as it can be accompanied by bursts of great satisfaction and productivity. Everyone has experienced some type of flow in some area of their life. Whether is it a university student typing an essay and being completely focused, or a dancer who has let the music take over them and they are performing well without really having to think; these are both a form of flow. Flow artists are usually trying to attain this state of flow when practicing to where they are able to move and improvise with their prop effortlessly. Unlike other art forms where you can experience a “flow” but really you are trying to achieve a goal, the Flow Arts are the only art form to make the flow the goal. 
The Flow Arts are a great skill to practice. They can be great exercise whilst also giving you mental stimulation as there are always more goals to work towards so you will always be more challenged. I have experienced this myself whilst learning; the further I got with my practice and the more skills I learned, the more I came to discover what a complex system it is and I was able to start linking certain skills together and overall my understanding has continued to improve. 
When I began my research into the history and origins of Poi, I found that it originated from traditions practiced by the Māori people of New Zealand. Years ago the Māori people used Poi to increase their flexibility and strength in their arms as well as improving coordination. Māori women incorporated Poi into their dances, often using balls on a short cord which they would swing rhythmically. Traditionally; the strength and coordination which poi helped the women to attain, was useful for their weaving. It helped to keep their hands flexible. The men would sometimes use poi to improve their strength and coordination for battle. Poi is also used for training for use of other ancient weapons like the Mere or Patu (short club). Māori Poi come in two forms: short, with strings equal to the length of the fingertips to the wrist; and long with strings equal to the distance from fingertips to shoulder. A performance includes storytelling and singing as well as choreographed routines. When thinking about Maori traditions, many people are aware of the Haka dance which has been made very well known in western culture from the New Zealand rugby team performing the dance before their games. The Haka is a war dance which they used years ago to train their warriors. It helped to strengthen their warriors and bring them together and so this highlights why it is an important part of the New Zealand rugby team’s preparations for a game. The Haka is very well known, but the Poi dance is not as famous as it has not had a large recognition in western culture. However, with the use of modern poi practiced today, this form of dance is getting more awareness in modern society.
Originally, poi were most commonly made from harakeke which is New Zealand flax. When it was made, people stripped the flax to provide the inner flax fibre which they then twisted into two strands to make the cord (called taura) and the ties (called aho). A large knot was tied at one end of the cord, around which the core was formed. Then dampened strips of bulrush (raupo) were wrapped around the ball and tied off around the cord, forming the covering. Occasionally small tassels were fixed to the poi balls as an extra form of decoration. This was the basic method of making the poi however the construction and design did vary widely depending on regional and tribal preferences. Today, most performance poi are made from durable and readily available modern materials. 

Another notable use of poi or a similar tool has been in martial arts. Chinese martial arts have seen use of the nine sectioned whip. This weapon has been used in traditional Chinese disciplines, in addition to traditional and modern day Wushu. The weapon consists of several metal rods connected by metal rings which create a flexible chain. Generally the whip has a handle at one end, and a sharp metal dart at the other used for slashing an opponent. This has been a key tool for traditional martial arts as it is regarded as a “powerful hidden weapon”. Its first use on the battlefield was during the Jin Dynasty (265-420). The whip can be folded and hidden from view which makes it a perfect concealed weapon. The chain whip is a heavy but flexible weapon, due to this it can be used to hook and bind opponents, restrict their movements and deflect blows from other opponents’ weapons. Because the whip is flexible, it can be used to strike around obstacles. I use the example of the Chinese nine-sectioned whip because it relates to use of rope darts as a flow art. A rope dart consists of a long rope with weights at either end which is used to bounce off the body and wrap around it in a flow state. This is very similar to how the nine-sectioned whip would have been used except not as a weapon. 
The tool we know now as modern poi has been on a long journey to its development today. Maori poi is the closest example of the modern tools we use now in the flow arts. However, the maori poi dancers do not use the poi in the same way in which we do today. They typically used shorter poi with more restricted movements. an example of a type of poi which were used with longer tethers is with the Argentinian Gauchos. These men were skilled horsemen, they were solitary and came from a long line of nomadic horsemen. The relevance these gauchos had on the development of Poi was their use of Bolo in their performances. Bolo were long ropes with blunt, hard darts on the end which they swung and used to hit them on the ground to create percussive rhythms. They would often have a drummer supporting them but most of the rhythmic sounds came from the Bolo making contact with the floor. Although still different from modern poi, as modern poi is only used visually instead of percussively, in their performance we see strong similarities between the movements they make and the skills we see performers of modern poi use today. 
Juggling was also a key factor in the development of poi. Jugglers such as Ruslan Formenko and Kathi Gultini (1900s) used an early form of contact poi in their juggling. They did not swing the balls as is common in todays practice but they used them to juggle in complex ways. They uses large balls attached to ropes and usually used three at a time as was common in juggling. They swung them and threw them individually in interesting ways. Kathi Gultini was one of the greatest female juggles of the early 1900s. In the 1930s she created an act with her husband Paul Pohl. One of the acts they performed was with props resembling oversized contact poi (poi with a large ball at one end of a rope, and a small ball at the other end) which they spun in poi-like patterns. In the 1940s, British Juggler Joe Marsh had the idea of juggling balls with ropes or wires tied to them which would blend into the background to create a unique looking juggling pattern. A final key juggler in history who used a form of poi which aided in its development was Ruslan Formenko. He is a Ukrainian juggler who developed his act in the 1990s. he juggles and swings poi-like objects which he calls “sviaska” which means bundle. They are large balls connected by a three foot rope. Ruslan learned swinging with the props but also mastered toss juggling with them, performing with up to five at a time. The swinging was an obvious starting point for the creation of modern poi skills that we use today. Although juggling is not common practice, often poi performers today feature throwing and catching of the poi to create more impressive skills and that has clearly been influenced by the world of juggling and performers like Formenko and Gultini. 

In doing my research I came across an article which mentions a juggling prop catalogue which was popular in the 1900s. The catalogue, called Van Wyck, featured an article which appears to mention an early form of fire poi. Fire poi as we know it today is the art of swinging large wicks soaked in paraffin attached to chains, and lit on fire. This is not a traditional form of poi swinging and is thought to have originated in Hawaii in the 1950s as a tourist attraction. However, as this article in the Van Wyck catalogue would suggest; fire poi, or a form of it, was being used long before it was first used in Hawaii. In the article there is a depiction of a “new fire swinging ball”. This is a clear advertisement of an early version of fire poi, advertised to jugglers and circus performers. This catalogue sold many different kinds of circus prop and for it to have an article about a fire swinging prop indicates that people were using fire poi long before it is commonly thought. Fire poi is not traditional to maori culture and so this form of poi spinning did not originate in New Zealand. Fire Poi is now used frequently in holiday destinations such as Hawaii, the pacific islands and more. It is used often for tourist shows but I have also seen examples of tourists having lessons and learning how to swing fire. The first memory I have of seeing fire poi live was at a bonfire night fireworks show. There was a large group of fire performers as a pre-show before the fireworks were set off and one of the performers was spinning there balls of fire at a rapid pace which was very thrilling to watch as a child. This memory is largely what drew me to researching this subject as I remember clearly the thrill of watching these performers for the first time and this has made me want to pick up the skill myself. Fire poi is often a large reason as to why people are compelled to pick up poi in the first place. From my experience this is accurate. The thrill and excitement that fire brings to a performance just gives poi a big appeal and also makes it a universally admired art form. 

I will now discuss the different schools of Poi that I have come to be aware of from my research. The first school of poi would be traditional Maori which I have highlighted previously. This is where the art of Poi originated and the art form has developed from this original form. The second would be classical Poi spinning. This is the most common form of Poi, the form that I myself have been learning. This takes classic skills and moves and has not developed much further than swinging and spinning the poi balls in geometrical patterns. This is the first type of poi spinning that beginners would pick up to start with as it teaches you all of the basic skills needed to progress on to more advanced categories of poi spinning. There are much more skilled and technical moves included in this category however, it is just a nice baseline for new learners to begin with. Another school of Poi is manipulation and circus style poi. In the 2000s Keith Marshall, a Scottish poi spinner, came to tour the United States and brought his new personal style of Poi spinning. He used three poi as opposed to just two which was very uncommon practice in the world of modern poi. This then blossomed into a hybrid of juggling and traditional poi spinning. His style could be compared to the skills of Ruslan Formenko, the Ukrainian juggler I mentioned previously, although his was much more of a fusion between classic poi spinning and juggling whereas Formenko mostly used the poi-like props to juggle with. Because of Marshall’s use of juggling tied with poi, there was a strong connection formed between the circus world, and poi began to be used more frequently as a circus act. Finally I will mention the last school of poi which is Russian Poi. I will mention firstly that there was a very brief use of tech poi which had the intention of creating very difficult and detailed movements which looked impressive when executed well. This was only used for a brief period in the mid-2000s and so I would not include it as a school of poi due to it not being used very widely today. Russian Poi was really the opposite of tech poi as instead of focused on making the movements extremely difficult, it intended to make the movements as pretty as possible. There was little focus on difficult skills as they instead used the poi to create beautiful geometric patterns and also flower like patterns. These are wide categories of poi which any poi spinner could somewhat fit themselves in to. 

The Poi we know and recognize today has developed quite far from how it originated in Maori culture. It first gained real popularity in western countries and cultures with the explosion of the rave scene in the 1980s. These raves were a time for people to get together and enjoy music Poi, and other flow arts, was a perfect way to enjoy the music. People would flow with their poi to the heavy techno and trance music and would find connection with the music and the world. This became such a popular trend and it is still just as popular today. Any festival or rave I attend there are always flow artists flowing with their props to the music. Rave music, so techno, trance, house, tekno etcetera are all very popular genres to flow to as the bpm of the music is high enough that the flow is fast and easy. However, the flow arts are not just limited to these types of music events. I have seen flow artists at many different types of music event and they are all there for the same reason – to enjoy the music. Due to the popularity of poi and other flow arts and raves and music events which are often at night, LED poi balls were developed. These are poi balls with LED lights in them so when you swing them at night the light trails from the balls are very effective. I often see this specific type of poi at raves as it is beautiful to watch and also much safer than spinning fire so more accessible to new poi spinners. Poi and the flow arts are such important art forms to many people as it is a way to connect with yourself and this can be important in any situation. If you have been to a festival, there is a high possibility you have seen a flow artist. If you have seen a street carnival, there will likely have been flow artists there. Before I dove into my research into the flow arts I did not realize how prevalent they are in my life and specifically in my interests. 

As I have mentioned, poi comes under the umbrella of flow arts. This refers to the art of using various props to move with them in a rhythmical way. I have researched into other forms of flow tools as well as Poi. A main tool is the hoop. This started as a regular hula hoop, and it can be used to spin around the body and bounce off body parts creating a smooth and interesting rhythmic performance. This is a hugely popular form of flow art and one of the forms that I was first made aware of at festivals, before I discovered poi. Another form of flow art I have become aware of if the dragon staff. This is is a long staff with 3 or four spokes or points at either end, which is rolled over the arms and around the body in a continuous flow. It can have wicks at either end of the staff which can be lit on fire. Sometimes the spokes can have led lights in them to create an interesting visual effect when used in flow. Another tool I discovered was the Pixel whip. A pixel whip is a long led fiberoptic “whip” which when used to flow is wrapped around the body and often swung in time to music. These are very beautiful tools and create stunning visual effects when used, however unlike poi they are not as technically skilled. There is more of a limit to what you can do and how you can move with this specific prop. Finally I looked into levitation wands. These are a piece of tubing with a string threaded through the center. Though not necessary, most wands have LEDs inside the tubing to create a glowing effect, perfect for nighttime or to dazzle crowds. When spun, the wand has an illusionary effect and appears to be floating. These are all great props for flow artists and there are so many different possibilities with what kind of performance you might see a flow artist do. The use of LED lights makes them all very popular at night time events which is mostly festivals and raves. 

When I first decided to research poi as my subject for my independent project, I had the intention from the start of learning and picking up poi myself. I ordered my first set of poi myself the same week so that I could start practicing immediately. This was a new challenge for me and an opportunity to learn a new skill. In my performance experience I have never had the chance to experiment with different, lesser known performance art forms. I felt that this was the perfect opportunity in which to teach myself something new. Teaching yourself requires discipline which I historically have struggled with due to attention deficit. I have found difficulty in remaining focused and committed to a task. As a result, I was determined to make poi an interest that I would remain committed to and be able to progress far in as a result.
I began with a pair of ribbon poi. The ribbons made it so that the poi were too light to swing properly and so I found that the solution was to wrap the Rippon around the weight on the end so that I had heavier poi which were easier to swing fast. I started by looking up tutorials on YouTube and I stumbled across an account called DrexFactor. Drex was a poi spinner who had been spinning for around nine years, and in lockdown had put out several beginner tutorial videos for people like me who were just starting out. I looked more into his account and discovered that he had a rich knowledge of the art of poi and its origins. I respected the fact that he honored where poi had originated from, in Maori traditions, and never failed to educate his viewers in one way or another. He did not take credit for his teaching videos but rather would credit other creators or inform us on who was the founder of the skill. I started with his very first beginner skill. I learned to control the poi. I began with swinging the poi in simple circles and beginning to grasp the idea of “poi planes”. This refers to the angle at which the poi is spinning, relative to your body. For example, if the poi is spinning at the side of your body, parallel to you, the poi is in wheel plane. And if the poi is spinning in front of your body, it is in wall plane. I also tried stalls which is where the poi spins one way and you stop it in the air in a seamless motion. This is a skill that helps to switch between moves in more intermediate and advance poi spinning. A common mistake when learning any new skill is wanting to run before you can walk, and trying to tackle the much harder skills before you have even managed the beginner skills. I decided to take it slowly and try to learn one new skill a day. 
Once I had become comfortable with wall and wheel planes I decided to learn tuck turns. This is when both poi are spinning in wheel plane at the same time in the same direction, we call this together-same, and you swing both poi down one side of your body to turn and you will be facing the other way with the poi spinning the opposite way to where they were in the beginning. I found that I learned this skill rather quickly, it did not take me long to feel comfortable doing this, from both directions as well. I then went on to learn the butterfly in the same night. The butterfly is when you have both of your poi spinning in wall plane towards each other and you bring your hands together so one hand is on top of the other and keep the poi spinning. This was slightly harder than the tuck turn but I again found it quite simple to grasp. I think it was thanks to my experimenting with spinning the poi in different directions and in different positions relevant to my body, that I was able to pick up these two skills quite efficiently. I allowed myself to become comfortable with the props and I relaxed into it, following the YouTube tutorials very carefully. By the end of day one I felt very accomplished. I have looked back on videos I took all on day one of my practice and the difference between the first and last video I took that day is large. My difference in technicality is notable particularly as I had taken the time to watch videos and practice properly. Although my technique was still very messy and far from perfect, I had improved considerably since the morning. 
The first properly challenging skill I attempted was called a watermill. This was taught as a progression on from a tuck turn but with the poi spinning at different times to each other. It is a difficult skill to explain without giving a demonstration but I have demonstrated one in my poi dance video included in my presentation. This skill I felt was advanced for me after learning simple skills like tuck turns and butterflies. I did not intentionally choose a harder skill as I wanted to progress organically instead of rushing, however this was advertised to me as a beginner skill and so I decided to learn it. I spent hours on this skill, it really didn’t come to my for a very long time. I tried to stay committed and focused however and I kept coming back to it even though I constantly felt the need to instead try simpler skills so I could feel like I was achieving something. I did not focus solely on this skill, but instead came back to it every day in my practice whilst also progressing and learning other skills simultaneously. It took a few weeks but I got it eventually after a lot of practice. A large reason why this skill appealed so much to me is because it was a similar skill to the windmill which, instead of being performed at hip height as in the water mill, is performed above your head. This is a very impressive skill to watch and so I had set my sights on achieving that therefore the watermill was a good step to take.
I had a skill which I thought was exactly what I had seen other poi performers perform – the three beat weave. However I shortly after came to realize that I was doing a two beat weave. When crossing my arms over to swing the poi in figure of eight like patterns beside me, I was crossing the same arm over every time – my right. In a three beat weave the arms need to alternate when crossing every time. I began trying to learn this and found that this is where I hit my first real challenge. As is the case for most people, I had a dominant hand. It is difficult to overcome the dominant hand sometimes when learning something new that your dominant hand already feels comfortable doing. So I stripped the move back and tried to relearn it. I went to DrexFactor tutorial and I took his step by step instructions. After a lot of trial and error I eventually got the skill. I remember this taking me two days this time instead of being able to get it in one. Something I found very useful to my throughout my practice was that if I found a skill challenging one night and was getting frustrated with my inability to do it; I would put it down and go to bed, then not pick it up until the next day. In doing this I found that the next day my head was much clearer and I was not getting as angry with myself. I then could usually achieve the skill that day with a little more practice and I would feel very accomplished. This is what I did with the three beat weave. When I eventually got it, as I expected it immediately felt very natural and it was difficult to imagine how I ever struggled with it in the first place. 
After learning the three beat weave, I attempted to reverse it. This was where the real challenge was now. I had finally got the weave feeling very natural and low effort and now DrexFactor had moved on to teaching the reversed version. This felt very confusing for my arms having to unlearn a skill I had just got the hang of. This was another case of leaving it for the night and then coming back to it. I understood the basic movements but struggled with it flowing consistently and often the poi balls would hit into me or tangle up with each other. This skill took quite a while to get and I remember feeling very frustrated with it. However it eventually clicked and I could do it smoothly and successfully. After learning this skill I had a new challenge. There was a way of switching between a forwards three beat weave and a reverse three beat weave. By having this skill under your belt it means you can easily do turns and changes of direction whilst still keeping the poi spinning seamlessly. I learned how to do this skill in a night. I followed the tutorial again very closely and spent quite a while learning how to switch from a forwards three beat weave on the right side of my body, to a reverse weave on the left side. I got this eventually and could switch between the two sides quite seamlessly but the difficulty came when I tried to reverse this and have the reverse weave on my right and the forwards weave on my left. I left it but then in my practice over the following days I picked it up again and soon I was able to do this skill from either side and I could turn fully with the poi still spinning. This was a very satisfactory moment as it felt truly like the first time I was in a real flow. I was finally not just stood still in the same place but I was able to move and walk around and this felt like a big accomplishment from when I first started practicing. 
After a week or so of repeating these skills I had newly learned and feeling more comfortable flowing between different moves; I then was at a place where I felt I could move quite smoothly to a piece of music. It was starting to feel more comfortable to switch between moves without stalling. I had much more of an idea of how spinning poi should feel and so I decided to attempt a skill which had seemed very difficult and unattainable to me at the beginning of my journey – the windmill. I went back to a YouTube tutorial I had watched at the start of my practice and I recalled the steps that needed taking in order to get the skill. I had attempted this a couple of times before but had been unsuccessful. I slowed it down once again and took it step by step and then after a couple of tries I had the windmill. I proceeded to repeat the move several times until I had it flowing smoothly and I could switch from other moves into it. This felt like a huge success for me again as it looked like such a complex and impressive skill when I watched videos online of other poi artists using a windmill in their choreographed routines. This is now a skill which again comes easily to me finally and this I would say is one of my most satisfying achievements during my process of learning poi. 
I am now at a point where there is still much more progress to be made and I need to carry my practice to be able to grow as a performer. The end of this project does not mean the end of my journey in poi. I have found a new hobby which I truly feel a lot of passion for and I would like to continue this and really develop this skill to a point where I could perform it at festivals and music events. There is a festival which I attend every year which is heavily focused on the performance aspect. It is not just about the music but it creates an immersive and interactive story with actors and street performers who perform in the ‘streets’ of the festival. One of my goals has always been to be a performer at this festival and now with my discovery of poi I have a skill which would be relevant to this opportunity. I can envision myself performing in this environment in a year’s time as I will have had much more experience and practice and so I will be at a point where this is attainable. In the mean time I have made plans to bring my poi to future festivals and raves so I can really experience spinning in its intended environment. 
I have conducted interviews with my friends and acquaintances. I was interested to find out whether they had any knowledge of what the flow arts are. I conducted these interviews asking the same questions to each person. I wanted to know: Had they ever heard of the flow arts? If so what did they think the flow arts are? Have you ever seen flow arts being performed? Finally I asked were they interested in knowing more about the flow arts. Two out of the five people I interviewed had heard the term flow arts before. They both had a vague idea of what the flow arts were and could describe to me in very simple terms what they thought they were. This indicated to me that the flow arts is a term which some people have heard mentioned briefly before. In my experience this has been true as I had heard of the term flow arts previously however I did not specifically know what they were. I knew they were a performance art but did not know in detail what the flow arts meant and what type of props and performance styles came under the term flow arts. This seems to be quite a common situation due to the flow arts not being a hugely commercial and relevant art form. In my research I have discovered that there is not very extensive representation of the flow arts in general media. We have lots of exposure to dance and several different dance styles at that, with television shows such as Strictly come Dancing and So you Think you can Dance which are both very popular dance shows in Britain’s main television media. Dance is a very popular performance art form and there are huge amounts of classes which are for dancers so we are made aware of it from a young age. This is the opposite with the flow arts as I have never seen a flow artist on any television show and there are no classes where you can learn any flow art. I was not surprised by my findings that over half of the people I interviewed had not heard of the flow arts. It is not a very popular art form in mainstream media. The two people that had heard of the flow arts were people that attend similar festivals and music events to me and so it is unsurprising to find that they had some sort of prior knowledge of the flow arts. They will have seen it at these events with different performers and also festival goers demonstrating these arts very regularly. 
Once I had described the flow arts to the people I interviewed and explained in detail what kind of props they could include and where they could have seen them, four out of the five people then said they could recall having seen a flow performance at some point in their lives. One person told me they had seen fire dancers at a circus which I found to be an expected response as the flow arts are quite common as an act as they tie in very well with other circus skills such as juggling. They are a very beautiful act when performed with fire and with lights so often make a very good opening act for circus performances. I recall seeing flow artists when I went to the circus as a young child. Another said they had seen a flow artist at a festival and another said they had seen people performing with led props at raves which is also not surprising as this is where I find the flow arts are most common and get the most recognition. One person had not seen flow arts being performed before but once I had explained to them what they were and where they could be seen they were interested in seeing them being performed. I showed them a video of a poi performer to which they said they remembered seeing a video online of someone using poi before but they had never seen a live flow art performance.
 I also asked if these people would be interested in seeing the flow arts in more media sources which are more prevalent in the public eye. All of the interviewees said that they would like to see the flow arts better represented more in the popular media outlets. Some agreed that the flow arts are a poorly represented art form and they deserve more recognition. It is my belief that the flow arts are a very respectable form of performance art and many people would benefit greatly from practicing it and taking it up. My main reason for this is that the flow arts are very effective as a form of meditation and connecting with yourself. It is a chance to focus your mind and block out all of life’s distractions. In my experience, I have found that teaching myself poi has given me an opportunity to escape from my worries in regular life. Any deadlines or expectations that I feel stress or pressure from, at the end of the day when I could come home and practice poi I had the chance to switch off my mind for a while and forget about any stress. It sounds like a cliché but this was an effect that I felt from my practice and learning. In today’s society where we have a long working week and many different commitments and deadlines at any time, I feel that we need to practice more meditative practices in order to instill an element of calm in our day to day lives. In my opinion, although the flow arts may not be for everyone, I feel that they are a brilliant tool to use for this reason. Finally, when asking if they were interested in learning more about the flow arts, specifically the history of poi, they all said they would be interested in knowing more about where they originated. I gave a brief history and explanation of the history of poi and its relevance now in music events in society today. They were intrigued about the history and were surprised to learn that poi had such a rich history. To conclude, my interviews highlighted to me that many people do not have much knowledge about what the flow arts are and I believe this is due to the under representation of this performance art in the media. It would be interesting and beneficial to educate more people about this beautiful art form which is not spoken about enough. 
To summarize, I have learned a great quantity from choosing to research poi and the flow arts for my independent project. It began as a subject I did not know anything about other than having seen the flow arts performed on occasion previously in my life. To begin with, I feel that I benefitted greatly from teaching myself poi and learning from online tutorials. I had a chance to connect with myself and learn a new skill. It was an interesting and worthwhile challenge I set myself and this was a healthy exercise for me as it gave me the opportunity to extend my learning in my own time as opposed to limiting my learning to lessons at university. I was now able to be in control of my own learning and discipline myself which I found was very good practice given that I often struggle with committing to tasks when there is no real deadline. I set myself the challenge to have full focus on a task which did not have an immediate deadline which I do struggle with sometimes as it is difficult to stay committed to something when other obligations in life can take over. At the end of this project I feel that I have carried out the challenge successfully and now as I am completing the project I am in a position where I still practice poi weekly and I am still dedicated to progressing further in my skills. I am proud of my progress and I am excited to continue. In regards to my research about the history of poi; I was extremely interesting in discovering information about the origins of poi and found great enjoyment in researching the different influences it developed from. It was also very eye opening to discover the art form for myself and realize that it is not a universally enjoyed art form. Where modern poi has boomed in popularity since the 1990s particularly in the rave scene, its origins in Maori traditions is nowhere near as recognized as it should be. This is similar for many different traditions which are not from western cultures. I feel that the original form of Maori poi should have more representation as it is a beautiful art form which I feel is overshadowed by the Haka which is a very worldly famous performance, and it should be able to be enjoyed by many more people. Poi is a rich art form with such extensive history and the flow arts are similarly a very interesting form of performance art and they deserve far more recognition. 


PowerPoint Presentation notes
Slide 1
1. A challenge to myself to learn a new skill
1. New learning about an art form I had heard of but knew little about
1. This links closely to my interest in dance and performance art. Ties in well with my music preferences and festival and rave interests. In addition to this, I wanted to have some fun with my independent project
Slide 2
1. Poi is a performance art in which balls on tethers are swung rhythmically in aesthetically pleasing patterns often to music. Poi is known as a type of flow art 
1. The flow arts is an umbrella term for different types of performance art which usually involve using inanimate objects to dance or “flow” with. This can include: juggling, Poi spinning, hoop spinning, circus skills including aerial (silks, hoop).  Dance can also be counted as a flow art but typically this term is used to reference prop based performance
1. A Hungarian born psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi identified this mental state that the word “flow” relates to
Slide 3
1. Europeans came into contact with maoris in 1800s and poi existed then.
1. It was originally only women that practiced poi. They incorporated poi into their dance where they would swing the poi rhythmically. Traditionally They used it to develop flexibilty in their hands to help with their weaving. Over time the men started to use poi as a method to improve their strength and coordination for use in battle. Poi have been used for in training for use of weapons such as the Mere or Patu (short club).
1. Poi were made out of natural materials such as New Zealand flax. This style of poi did not require the balls to be weighted, so although durable the poi were not heavy so they could be flicked off the wrists in the traditional maori style. There are two types of Maori Poi, short poi – strings equal to the length of fingertips to the wrist, and long poi – fingertips to shoulder
Slide 4
1. Poi has been developed from a tool to aid with strength and flexibility, into a performance art in which the poi is moved rhythmically often to music. 
1. When used in traditional dancing, the poi acted as pieces of percussion, as when they brushed against the body the poi made distinctive sounds
1. A group of dancers would often wear traditional clothes and dance in a group or line
1. Poi is part of maori cultural tradition.
Slide 5
1. During the jin dynasty (265-420) the nine-sectioned whip was first used in battle. It was a metal dart on a whip with 9 metal rods connected by metal rings making it a flexible tool. The sharp metal dart was used for slashing opponents. It can be used to hook and bind opponents due to its strength and flexibility. A notable comparison of the nine sectioned whip to a modern form of poi is in the rope dart. This is a weighted ball connected to a long rope which is swung similarly to poi but has a different movement style.
1. Argentinian gauchos used bolo. Argentinian gauchos have been performing with bolo for more than 400 years. The bolos are like long poi with a hard ball on the end that strikes the floor as they are spun, creating various rhythms. Van Wyck was a catalogue which sold various props. It sold bolo. It is also thought to be where the first recognized representation of fire poi was made. Some think that the first use of fire poi was in Hawaii in the 1950s as a tourist attraction, however the Van Wyck catalogue looks as though it is promoting fire poi as early as 1905.
1. Jugglers such as Ruslan Formenko and Kathi Gultini (1900s) used an early form of contact poi in their juggling. They did not swing the balls as is common in todays practice but they used them to juggle in complex ways. This has led to development of contact poi.
Slide 6
1. Traditional maori poi does not look very similar to our modern concept of poi. Roots of poi. It uses wraps and bounces which we don’t typically use in todays poi spinning. Most maori spinning is in a group which also isn’t common for modern poi. 
1. Classical poi spinning is the version that most people are familiar with. Came into popularity in early 2000s to the 2010s. Focused on the poi. Different from maori style – separarted from storytelling. Most common. 
1. Manipulation poi developed from juggling. Keith marshall Scottish poi spinner toured the US. 3 poi. Blossomed into a hybrid of juggling and traditional poi spinning. Brought in traditional juggling skills to fuse it together with the circus world.
1. Russian poi has a focus on making the poi spin in a pretty way – not overcomplicated movements or using as many poi as possible – like circus poi, but in making the movements pretty and flow very easily. 
Slide 7
1. In the late 80s/90s when the rave scene exploded, the flow arts including poi became a very popular tool for ravers. Flow arts were used as a tool to dance to the music with and it is still used today. Any rave or festival I attend, I always see flow artists using their props. 
1. Fire and led poi became popular at raves because at night they give amazing visual effects. They are a great addition to these events, with a lot of paid performers attending as entertainment. Oftentimes you will see a flow artist performing on stage in front of a dj as an addition to the music. 
Slide 8
1. A plain hoop or sometimes an led hoop are used to dance with and wrap around the body in a rhythmic way. A popular flow style for festival goers
1. A dragon staff is a long staff with 3 or four spokes or points at either end, which is rolled over the arms and around the body in a continuous flow. It can have wicks at either end of the staff which can be lit on fire
1. Pixel whip is a long led fiberoptic “whip” which when used to flow is wrapped around the body and often swung in time to music.
4. A levitation wand is a piece of tubing with a string threaded through the center. Though not necessary, most wands have LEDs inside the tubing to create a glowing effect, perfect for nighttime or to dazzle crowds. When spun, the wand has an illusionary effect and appears to be floating.
There are several other types of flow art tools, I have just highlighted a few popular types. 
Slide 9
I very randomly came across poi and the flow arts when researching different performance styles. I had an interest in fire performance and poi was a key style that took my interest straight away. It looked to me like something that was achievable, and upon further research I discovered many online tutorials that I knew would help me on my journey. I also realized that poi had a rich and interesting history so this was a topic I could explore for my project. When I picked my first set of poi up, I found the first couple of skills rather easy to learn such as a tuck turn. (demonstrate) However, the difficulty came in learning later skills which took much longer to master and the hard part for me was sticking at it and not giving in to frustration. For example: the windmill was a skill which I found very difficult to begin but eventually leaving it for a week and coming back to it I could finally do it. There are many more skills I am yet to acquire but I have come quite far in a short space of time and will only improve from here.
my first pair of poi was ribbon poi which I found to be a bit too light to spin well. You need more of a weight to the balls so that the continue to spin with little wrist action from yourself. My favourite pair I have used so far are my led poi not just because they are aesthetically pleasing, but alsot because they are a nice weight and feel nice to spin. 
This challenge of learning a new skill has benefitted me in a mental way as it has given me more determination to persevere with this skill even when I am faced with a challenge. I am learning to be committed to my progress. Poi has many physical benefits as well as mental, which I am sure I will begin to see the longer I practice.
For my next challenge, I am aiming to practice with fire. I also am keen to pick up a new flow art particularly hoop as this looks like a fun enjoyable flow which is easy to pick up.  














