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Chapter 1: A Beginning, A Demand — Manifesto
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I’m not going to start by telling you what this research isn‘t. That would be a waste of time.

Let me just say what it is.

It’s not a preservation project. It‘s not a revival of folk custom. It’s not an exhibition of traditional craftsmanship. And I‘m not going to explain what Nuo opera means — because meaning isn’t what I‘m after.

What I’m after is atmosphere. The kind that gets to you before you know why. The kind that enters through the skin before it reaches the mind. I‘m after the ghost of the ritual, not its body.

Here’s the problem as I see it. Most contemporary exhibitions of intangible cultural heritage work the same way. Show the symbol. Explain the symbol. Call it understanding. Masks behind glass. Costumes under light. A wall of text next to a video. The audience reads, nods, and leaves — informed, maybe, but untouched. The ritual has been turned into information. And in that process, its sensory density has been drained away.

I‘ve spent a lot of time in these exhibitions. I’ve watched people move through them. They read the labels, they take photos, they nod at the craftsmanship. But I don‘t see anyone slow down. I don’t see anyone stand still and just feel the space. That stillness — the kind that happens when the body takes over — is what the ritual originally made possible. The exhibition removes that possibility. It replaces it with information.

I‘m not saying the information isn’t valuable. It is. But it‘s not the whole story. And it’s not the story I want to tell.

There is another path. It runs through the body. Through fiber — the weight of cotton, the texture of hemp, the way a woven surface drinks up light. Through sound that doesn‘t narrate but just takes up space — low, continuous, hard to name. Through vibration that skips the ear and lands in the bones.

I’ve been testing this path for a while now. I don‘t have a finished answer. But I have enough evidence to know that it’s worth following.

My research holds to one thing that sounds simple but isn‘t: the ritual doesn’t need to be explained. It needs to be felt.

Think about what that actually means. It means I have to stop telling people what Nuo opera is. I have to stop showing them images of masks and expecting that to communicate anything real. I have to build something that lets them have their own encounter — something that doesn‘t come with a label or a story or a lesson.

This puts me against the dominant trend in heritage presentation. That trend relies on visual reproduction of symbols, the assumption that understanding has to be cognitive, the belief that culture can’t be transmitted without language. I‘m not extending that tradition. I’m pushing against it. I‘m asking: what if everything we thought we had to tell the audience is actually getting in the way?

What if the body understands without the mind?

That’s not a rhetorical question. It‘s the question that drives the whole inquiry. And it’s a question I won‘t fully answer. That failure is part of the work.

I work with three gestures.

Translation — not interpretation. I don’t explain Nuo opera. I move its qualities from one register to another: from mask to fiber, from chant to frequency, from communal gathering to solitary encounter. Translation keeps something while changing everything else. It stays faithful to the spirit, not to the look.

Modulation — not creation. I don‘t invent new rituals. I take the existing frequencies of the Nuo ritual — its protective enclosure, its rhythmic pulse, its liminal atmosphere — and I modulate them into a form that contemporary bodies can tune into. I adjust the channel. I don’t write the music.

Witnessing — not treatment. I don‘t heal. I don’t soothe. I don‘t offer comfort. I build a space where something might happen, and I pay attention to what happens. The wishing wall is not a therapeutic device. It’s a place where things get left behind, and I witness that leaving. This distinction keeps me honest. I don‘t claim effects I can’t verify.

These three gestures define my practice. They also define its limits — a practice that translates but never fully captures, that modulates but never creates, that witnesses but never intervenes.

I want to be clear about something. I‘m not against symbols. I’m not against explanation. I‘m not against the careful preservation of masks, costumes, or written records. These things have their place. But they are not the whole picture, and they are not the path I’m walking.

The path I‘m walking goes through the abandoned sketches, the failed material tests, the prototypes that never made it to the final installation. I’ve learned to see these not as failures to be thrown away but as primary materials — ghost works that tell you more about the process than the finished piece ever could. This is a Guibertian move: to treat what is missing, what is left behind, as the most revealing evidence of all.

I used to hide these things. The failed tests, the abandoned ideas — I kept them in boxes, out of sight. I thought they were embarrassing. I thought they made me look like I didn‘t know what I was doing. But I’ve come to see them differently now. They are not evidence of incompetence. They are evidence of trying. And trying — honestly, persistently, without knowing where you‘ll end up — is what research actually is.

Let me restate what this research demands.

I demand that the sensory transmission of ritual be taken seriously as a form of knowledge production — not as an alternative to textual knowledge, but as a parallel mode of understanding that doesn’t need to be translated into language. I demand that the body be treated not as a passive receiver of cultural information but as an active site where meaning gets made. I demand that the unfinished, the failed, and the abandoned be recognized as legitimate research material — not for what they might become, but for what they already are. I demand that we stop asking “what does this mean?” and start asking “what does this do?”

That‘s what this research is for.
Chapter 2: In Other Voices — Creative Academic Essay

A small room. Late evening. A wooden table with papers scattered across it. A half-drunk cup of tea. Four figures sit in mismatched chairs — Roland Barthes, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Tim Ingold, and Hervé Guibert. They are not quite themselves. They are versions of themselves, summoned by the researcher’s reading. They talk about Nuo opera, fiber, and the problem of getting something across.

---

Barthes: Let me start with what seems obvious to me. Every culture communicates through signs. The mask, the gesture, the colour, the pattern — these are the things that carry meaning. Without them, what‘s left? A vague atmosphere, maybe. But atmosphere doesn’t signify. The cultural object is a system of differences, of oppositions, of recognizable forms. If you strip those away, you lose the culture itself.

Merleau-Ponty: But have you ever actually been inside a ritual? Not as an observer, but as someone taking part? I don‘t think you have, Roland. A ritual is not a system of signs. It’s a density of presence — the weight of the air, the echo of sound, the warmth of bodies close together. The mask, when it‘s worn, is not a signifier. It’s a transformation of the flesh. It changes how you see, how you breathe, how you are seen. The meaning isn‘t in the symbol. It’s in the experience.

Barthes: That‘s a beautiful description, Maurice. But description isn’t transmission. How do you communicate that density of presence to someone who wasn‘t there? You can’t just hand over the experience. You need signs — photographs, texts, explanations. You have to translate the experience into something shareable.

Merleau-Ponty: Or maybe you don‘t translate it at all. Maybe you build something that lets the other person have their own experience, to encounter their own density of presence. The body understands before the mind does. I’ve said this many times. The body doesn‘t need your signs, Roland. It needs space, texture, light, vibration. It needs something to perceive through its own apparatus.

Barthes: That assumes the body is capable of understanding without the mind. I’m not convinced.

Merleau-Ponty: You don‘t need to be convinced. You need to try it. Have you ever stood in a room where the air feels different — heavier, quieter, more present? Where you don’t know why you feel calm, but you do? That‘s the body understanding without the mind. It’s not mysterious. It‘s physiological.

Ingold: I find myself agreeing with both of you, and disagreeing with both of you. Roland is right that signs carry cultural memory. Maurice is right that the experience of a ritual can’t be reduced to signs. But neither of you has accounted for the material. The fiber. The fabric. The thread. These aren‘t inert carriers of meaning. They’re active participants in the encounter. When I write about making, I argue that materials are not just shaped by the maker; they shape the maker in return. The same applies here. The fiber installation is not a container for meaning. It‘s a meeting ground — a place where the material, the body, and the ritual trace enter into a relationship. This isn’t semiotics. It‘s not quite phenomenology either. It’s something else — an ecology of practice.

Guibert: I‘ve been listening. And I’m struck by how much you all talk about what is present — the symbol, the body, the material. I‘m more interested in what’s absent. The photograph I didn‘t take. The roll of film that came back blank. The image that existed only in my head and disappeared the moment I reached for my camera. These are the things that have taught me the most about what I do.

Barthes: The blank film? That seems like a technical failure, not a theoretical one.

Guibert: That’s exactly what I used to think. But I‘ve come to see it differently. The blank film is not nothing. It’s the trace of an intention. The failed installation is not nothing. It‘s the trace of a decision. The researcher who throws away a prototype throws away more than an object. They throw away the evidence of a path not taken.

Ingold: I think Guibert is onto something important here. The material traces of failure — they’re not just failures. They‘re records of a process. I’ve written about this in relation to making. The things that don‘t work out are often the things that tell you most about what you were trying to do.

Guibert: Yes. Exactly. I think you all underestimate the power of absence. The failed installation. The abandoned sketch. The prototype that couldn’t hold together. These are not failures. They are revelations. They show you what you wanted before you knew how to say it. They contain the truth of the process in a way the finished piece never can.

Merleau-Ponty: Guibert, you are describing the flesh of the work — its thickness, its density, its capacity to withdraw. I‘m not sure you’re as far from me as you think.

Barthes: The ghost of the photograph. Yes, this troubles the sign. It raises questions I can‘t answer. What does it mean for a sign to be absent? What does it signify? Maybe, in the end, absence is not a failure of signification. Maybe it’s a different kind of signification altogether.

Ingold: I want to come back to the material for a moment. Guibert speaks of blank film, of images that were never made. But the film itself, the material of the photographic process — that is material. The absence is not abstract. It‘s made of something. The light that didn’t mark the emulsion, the exposure that never happened — these are material events. The same is true in your practice. The abandoned prototype, the untested material sample, the thread that frayed — these are not conceptual voids. They are physical evidence. They have texture, weight, and history.

Guibert: I keep all of it. The blank images. The failed attempts. The things that didn‘t work. These are my primary sources.

Barthes: That’s a strange kind of archive.

Guibert: Maybe. But it‘s honest. I’m not pretending that everything worked. I‘m showing what actually happened.

Silence. Each figure holds their position, but the boundaries have become soft. The conversation drifts, dissolves, reforms. The room gets darker.

Guibert: One more thing. You all talk about what is known. The known philosophy, the known materials, the known theories. I wonder if we should be more interested in what we don’t know. The edge of the frame. The thing just outside the photograph. That‘s where the work actually happens.

Merleau-Ponty: The edge of the frame. Yes. That’s the limit of perception. And the limit is where meaning starts to become visible.

Ingold: The edge of the frame, the thing just outside the photograph, the path not taken — these are all the same kind of territory. They‘re what making leaves behind. And they’re worth attending to.


Chapter 3: Scenes from a Researcher‘s Life — A Monologue

I remember the first time I tried to design the installation. I was sitting at my desk, surrounded by images of Nuo masks. The fierce ones. The ones that stare straight at you, unblinking, like they already know what you’re about to do. I copied their shapes. I traced their contours. I tried to soften them, to make them less aggressive, but I kept the outline — the eyes, the mouth, the recognizable form. I thought that was necessary. I thought without the mask, there would be no Nuo opera.

It took me months to let go of that.

I can‘t give you a single moment when it changed. It was more like a slow wearing away of certainty. I kept looking at the sketches and feeling that something was off. The masks were there, but something else was missing. Something I couldn’t name. I would go to bed thinking about it and wake up thinking about it. The studio became a kind of waiting room.

One evening, I looked at a material sample — just a piece of raw cotton, unspun, untreated — and I thought: this is closer. This simple, unmarked thing was closer to the ritual than any of my carefully rendered drawings.

That moment stayed with me. I didn‘t act on it immediately. I kept drawing for a few more weeks. But the drawing felt thinner after that. I knew I was avoiding something. I knew the cotton sample was telling me something I didn’t want to hear — that the careful drawings were getting in the way.

I started taking things out. First the details. Then the recognizable features. Then everything that looked like a face. What remained was a shape, a hanging volume, a density. I kept reducing. I was afraid I would end up with nothing. But something stayed. Something that was harder to name than “mask,” but easier to feel.

That‘s when I understood something I now think is obvious but wasn’t then: the ritual is not its visual form. The ritual is the atmosphere. The protective enclosure. The shift in air pressure when a space gets defined. The sense that you are now inside something.

I spent months removing everything that looked like Nuo opera so that I could build something that felt like Nuo opera.

I also struggled with what to keep.

My studio filled up with discarded objects. Failed prototypes. Samples I had overworked and ruined. Sketches that went nowhere. I used to throw these things away. They felt like evidence of incompetence.

But I had read Guibert. I knew his blank film, his lost images, his refusal to throw away what hadn‘t worked. I kept asking myself: what if these are not failures? What if they are the actual record of the research?

I started keeping everything. Not as a hoarder, but as someone doing research. I started photographing the tests that didn’t work, labeling the samples I never used, filing the sketches that went nowhere. I began to see these things as the primary material — not the finished installation, but the path that led to it.

This changed everything.

It also changed how I thought about time. Before, I was always rushing toward the finished piece. The prototypes were just steps along the way — things to get past. But once I started treating them as material, I slowed down. I spent more time with each version. I let things sit. I let things fail. I didn‘t rush to clean up.

There’s also something I need to write about, even though it‘s uncomfortable.

I’m an outsider to Nuo opera. I didn‘t grow up with it. I didn’t participate in it as a child. I came to it through research, through images, through written accounts. I‘m translating something that isn’t mine. There‘s a risk in that — the risk of misrepresentation, of superficiality, of treating a living tradition as raw material for my own practice.

I’ve thought about this a lot. I‘ve wondered if I should be doing this at all. But I’ve also come to believe that something can be translated without being claimed. I don‘t need to own Nuo opera to be moved by it. I don’t need to represent it faithfully to respond to it.

I‘ve tried to stay honest about this. I’ve tried to keep the work transparent enough that anyone who knows the tradition can see what I‘ve taken and what I’ve left behind. I don‘t claim to represent Nuo opera. I only claim to be in conversation with it, to have been moved by it, to have tried to translate something of its atmosphere into a form that feels true to my own sensory language.

I don’t know if I‘ve succeeded. I only know that I’ve tried.

I‘m a different kind of practitioner now than I was at the start. I began this research wanting to produce an installation — a thing, an object, a finished work. I’m still producing that installation, but I‘ve come to see it as only one outcome among many. There’s the research process itself. There‘s this writing. There are the abandoned tests. There’s the unfinished thinking. These are all part of the work.

I also think differently about failure now. Before, I avoided it. I tried to make sure things worked before I showed them to anyone. Now I show things earlier. I let people see the versions that don‘t work. I’ve learned that failure, when it‘s documented and shared, becomes something else — it becomes information. It becomes evidence. It becomes research.

Maybe the most honest thing I can say is this: I don’t know what this research will become. I know what I‘m aiming for. But the destination keeps moving. I’m learning to be okay with that.
	
	










Chapter 4: Ecologies — A Mapping of Interrelationships
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The map traces a movement from broad theoretical ground to specific research practice and back to the wider disciplinary field. At the upper level, two primary theories anchor the inquiry: Merleau-Ponty‘s embodied phenomenology, which insists that perception is bodily and pre-cognitive, and Ingold’s anthropology of materials, which treats materials as active participants in the making process. These are not applied mechanically to the research; they are in dialogue with it, shaping its assumptions and being reshaped in return.

The relationship between these two theories is not one of simple agreement. They overlap in their attention to the body and to the environment, but they diverge in their emphasis. Merleau-Ponty focuses on perception — how the body receives and interprets sensory information. Ingold focuses on making — how the body engages with materials in an active, reciprocal process. My research draws on both, but it does not take either as a complete framework. It borrows from Merleau-Ponty the insistence that perception is not a secondary process but a primary one. It borrows from Ingold the understanding that materials are not passive objects but active participants. Neither theory fully accounts for the ritual dimension of the work — the way that a space, when constructed in a particular way, can carry a sense of tradition without reproducing its visual forms. This is where my own contribution begins to emerge.

Barthes‘ semiotics appears as a counterpoint — a light gray dotted line joining the main river, indicating opposition rather than alignment. The point of this divergence is clear: where Barthes sees cultural transmission as the circulation of signs, my research operates on the assumption that transmission can occur without signs. This is not a rejection of Barthes as much as it is a departure from him. His framework is useful for understanding how symbols function, but it does not account for the kind of transmission that happens beneath or beyond symbols. The tension between these two positions — the sign-based and the sensory — is one of the central tensions of the research. It is not resolved. It is held, examined, and worked within.

Art therapy and sensory museology appear as smaller streams feeding into the main channel. These fields have contributed significantly to the understanding of how sensory environments affect emotional and psychological states. However, my research departs from them in important ways. Art therapy tends to focus on individual psychological outcomes, which is not the primary concern here. Sensory museology focuses on the design of museum spaces to enhance visitor experience, which is closer but still not quite what I am doing. My research is not designed to produce a measurable therapeutic effect. It is not designed to improve visitor satisfaction. It is designed to test whether a non-symbolic, sensory environment can carry the affective weight of a ritual tradition. The difference is not in the materials or methods but in the intention.

Traditional Nuo opera folklore history appears as an old, buried channel. This represents the extensive body of scholarship on Nuo opera as a cultural artifact — its history, its performance practices, its regional variations. This scholarship is essential to understanding what Nuo opera is, but it is not the focus of my research. I am not adding to this scholarship. I am working alongside it, drawing on it as a resource while departing from its methods. The folkloric tradition studies Nuo opera through documentation, analysis, and interpretation. My research studies it through translation, modulation, and witnessing. The two approaches are not in competition, but they are not the same.

At the middle level, the main channel represents the core research practice: the immersive fiber installation. The four fiber elements — mask, mat, sound, wishing wall — are shown as interlinked, operating as a system of mutual dependence. The mask provides a visual anchor. The mat establishes a tactile field. The sound creates an acoustic envelope. The wishing wall introduces a participatory dimension. Each element depends on the others to form a coherent experience. The rocks in the riverbed mark unresolved tensions: the monopoly of interpretive power in heritage contexts, the homogenization of symbol reproduction, and the difficulty of transmitting ritual without relying on text. These are not obstacles to be overcome. They are conditions of the research. They define the territory within which the work operates.

Guibert‘s Ghost Image appears as floating fragments on the river’s surface. This is not accidental. His approach to the missing, the absent, and the unfinished has been a constant presence throughout the research. Guibert’s insight — that what is not there often tells you more than what is — has shaped everything from the way I document the work to the way I think about its outcomes. The floating fragments are not a solid platform. They are something you catch sight of and then lose. That is how Guibert‘s influence has operated: present but unsteady, visible but not always graspable.

The banks of the river show three modes of theoretical engagement: extending theory, scaffolding multiple theories together, and blending them into new configurations. These are not sequential stages. They are simultaneous operations. I extend Merleau-Ponty by applying his framework to a designed environment. I scaffold Ingold and Merleau-Ponty by bringing them together around a shared concern for the body and materials. I blend them with Guibert’s poetics to arrive at a position that is not fully accounted for by any single theory. This blending is where the research becomes something other than the sum of its sources.

The waterfall marks the point of innovation — where the research departs from existing practice and proposes something new. The lake beyond represents the wider field of intangible cultural heritage activation. The limitations of the study are not hidden but acknowledged: small sample size, a single folk culture carrier. These are not admissions of failure but statements of scope. The research is specific, bounded, and aware of its own limits. That awareness is part of its integrity.


Chapter 5: Ghost Practice — A Meditation

I remember the sound of the fabric tearing. A clean rip, not ragged. The kind that tells you the material was already weak in that place, already about to give. I had been testing the weight of the hanging fibers — whether they would hold, whether they would hang the way I wanted. The tear was not a failure. It was a fact. The material had its own limit, and I had found it.

There is a particular sound that fiber makes when it reaches that limit. It’s not loud. It‘s more like a sigh — a quick release of tension. I’ve heard it many times now. I‘ve learned to listen for it. Not as a warning, but as information.

Somewhere between the first sketch and the final installation, there is a space I keep returning to. It’s not a physical space. It‘s the space of decisions not made, paths not taken, forms not realized. I’ve learned to stay in this space without discomfort. It‘s where most of the work actually happens — not the visible work, but the work of choosing, refusing, discarding.

I used to think this was wasted time. I used to think that if I wasn’t producing something, I wasn‘t working. Now I understand that this space — this empty, unresolved space — is where the thinking happens. It’s where I figure out what I actually believe.

The mask I didn‘t make. The one that exists only in my notebook, in a sketch that went nowhere. I still go back to it sometimes. It was softer than the final version, more open. It wouldn’t have held together — the materials were wrong, the structure too fragile. But there was something in it that I lost when I decided to be practical. I‘m not sorry I made that decision. I’m only sorry I can‘t have both.

I’ve been thinking about what it means to keep something that doesn‘t exist. The sketch exists. The notebook exists. But the object itself — the mask that I imagined but never built — that doesn’t exist anywhere except in my memory. And yet it has influenced everything I built afterward. How do you account for that? How do you include something that never was?

I don‘t have a good answer. But I keep the sketch anyway.

What is it like to be inside? I can’t ask the viewer, because the viewer doesn‘t answer with words. They answer with their body — how long they stay, how still they stand, how their hand reaches out and stops and hovers and pulls back. These are the only answers I get. They are not interpretations. They are gestures. They are enough.

I’ve learned to read these gestures. A long pause in front of the mask means something. A hand that touches the surface and stays means something else. These are not data points in a formal sense. They are more like signals — a kind of non-verbal feedback that I‘ve learned to attend to.

I spent an afternoon arranging pieces of rejected fabric on the studio floor. I wasn’t designing anything. I was just placing them, one next to another, a quiet choreography of leftovers. The low afternoon light fell across them, and they started to look less like failures and more like a record of attempts. Each piece had a history — a stitch that didn‘t hold, a cut that was too short, a weave that collapsed. I photographed them. I’ve never used those photographs. But I keep them.

The photographs are a kind of archive. Not an official archive — just a personal one. They remind me that the path wasn‘t straight. They remind me that I tried things that didn’t work. That is not a weakness. It is the shape of the work.

There is a difference between the image and the imagination. The image is fixed. The imagination is not. I‘ve never been entirely sure which one I’m working with. I set out to make images, but I keep ending up in the spaces between them — the gaps, the edges, the pauses. The installation is not a collection of images. It‘s a structure for encountering the imagination.

I want to describe the feeling of the vibration without interpreting it. It’s a low, constant pulse, just below hearing. You feel it in the soles of your feet, the palms of your hands, your chest if you stand still long enough. It doesn‘t tell you anything. It just holds you. You can’t explain it to anyone. You can only try to build a space where someone else might feel it.

The vibration is the most abstract part of the installation. It doesn‘t look like anything. It doesn’t sound like anything. It only registers as a sensation. But it might be the most important part. Because it bypasses everything — the eyes, the ears, the interpreting mind — and lands directly in the body.

The wishing wall is the only part of the installation that collects words. I didn‘t design it to gather data. I designed it because the ritual once had a function — people wrote their wishes, their worries, their hopes, and left them with the gods. I designed it to honour that function. But I don’t read the notes. I don‘t sort them. I only witness that they are there.

I’ve had to be disciplined about this. It would be easy to read the notes, to look for patterns, to turn them into evidence. But that would change what the wall is. It would become a data collection tool instead of a place. So I leave it alone.

Once, I saw the shape of the whole installation in a dream. It wasn‘t the version I was building. It was more open, more uncertain, more fragile. When I woke, I tried to draw it, but the drawing didn’t match the dream. I kept the drawing anyway. It‘s filed with the others. It doesn’t matter that it‘s not accurate. What matters is that I saw it.

There is something I can’t write. Not because it‘s secret, but because it’s too close. The feeling of the installation at dusk, when the light changes and the room goes quiet and the fibers seem to hold the air. I can‘t write that. I can only try to build it again.

The trying is what matters. The building and failing and trying again. That’s the work. Not the finished piece. The work is the process of getting to the piece.



Chapter 6: To the Stranger — A Letter

To the researcher who finds this work years from now, in a library, in a digital archive, in a studio conversation that no one remembers.

You won‘t know me, and I won’t know you. The only bridge between us is this writing. I want to tell you what I learned from doing this research. Not the results — those are in the other chapters. I want to tell you the things I wish someone had told me before I started.

First: you will spend more time with your failures than with your successes. This is not a tragedy. It‘s the condition of the work. The piece that doesn’t hold, the test that yields nothing, the installation that feels wrong — these will be your teachers, not your enemies. Keep a record of them. Keep the samples, keep the sketches, keep the photographs. You won‘t use all of them. But you will need some of them later, and you won’t know which ones until the moment arrives.

I‘m telling you this because I didn’t keep records early on. I threw things away. I thought they were clutter. I thought a clean studio was a sign of a clear mind. Now I know that the clutter is the work. The failed tests and abandoned sketches — those are the record of your thinking. They‘re not clutter. They’re research.

Second: you will be tempted to explain. Resist it. The impulse to explain is the impulse to justify — to make your work legible to people who expect a certain kind of clarity. But the work doesn‘t need justification. It needs presence. If you build a space that holds someone, they won’t need you to tell them why. They‘ll already know.

I know this is hard to believe. I still struggle with it. When I show the installation to someone, my first instinct is to talk. To tell them what it means, why I built it, what I’m trying to do. But I‘ve learned that when I talk, they stop experiencing. They start listening instead of feeling. The two are not the same.

Third: you will be working in a field where most people assume that intangible cultural heritage must be preserved through documentation, through the recording of symbols, through the careful translation of meaning into text. You are allowed to disagree. You are allowed to say that documentation is not the only form of preservation. You are allowed to say that sensory transmission matters. You don’t need to prove this to everyone. You just need to build it, and then let them come.

This is the hardest part. The field is established. The methods are entrenched. People know how to read a text panel. They don‘t know how to read a sensory space. Your work will be misunderstood. People will ask you to explain what it means. They will want you to translate the experience back into words. Resist this. It’s not that the words are wrong. It‘s that they’re not the same thing.

I want to tell you about the things I didn‘t include in the final installation. The tests I abandoned, the versions I discarded, the ideas that never made it past the notebook. They are not failures. They are the underlay of the work. The installation you see is the visible surface of a much larger, much messier process. I want you to know that the process is the research. The visible piece is only its trace.

I wish someone had told me this at the beginning. I wish someone had said: the thing you make is not the research. The research is everything you did to make it. The failures, the confusions, the dead ends — those are the research. The piece is just the residue.

I have one request. Don‘t treat this research as a finished work. Treat it as an opening. I’ve built one installation, tested one approach, followed one path. There are many paths I didn‘t take. The installation is not complete. It can’t be complete, because the question — how can the body understand what the mind doesn‘t need to be told? — is not a question you can finish answering. You can only keep asking it, in different ways, with different materials, in different rooms.

I don’t know what you will do with the work. That‘s not for me to decide. I only know that the work continues — through you, through others, through conversations I can’t predict. This is what I leave you with: the question, the method, the permission to fail.


Chapter 7: Afterword — What the Writing Taught Me

I started this dossier with a manifesto. I‘m ending it with a question. That feels right, because the distance between the two is where the work happened.

When I started this research, I thought I was making an installation. I thought the installation would be the outcome, and the writing would be just the record of how I got there. I don’t think that anymore. The writing is not secondary to the installation. It‘s part of the same work — not a record of the process, but an extension of it. The installation is a space for bodies. The writing is a space for thoughts. They are the same inquiry, in different forms.

This was not something I planned. It emerged as I went along. I started writing because I had to document what I was doing. But the writing became something else. It became a place where I could work through the things that the installation couldn’t hold. The doubts, the hesitations, the questions — the installation can‘t express those. But the writing can.

Writing this dossier taught me to trust the unfinished. I’ve always been drawn to completion, to resolution, to the satisfaction of a closed form. But this research doesn‘t close. It opens. It stays open at every edge. The failed tests, the abandoned prototypes, the sketches that went nowhere — these are not things I completed. They are things I let remain incomplete, and in their incompleteness, they reveal more than any finished piece could. This is what Guibert taught me: the blank film, the image never taken, tells you more than the printed photograph.

I also learned that I have to be comfortable with this openness. It’s not always comfortable. Sometimes I want a clean answer. Sometimes I want to be able to say: this is what I discovered, this is what it means. But the research doesn‘t give me that. It gives me a process, a method, a way of asking questions. And I’ve come to see that this is enough.

I‘ve also learned that theory is not a tool you apply to practice. They are not separate. They are continuous. The theory I read changed the way I touched the material. The material I touched changed the way I read the theory. This is not a simple feedback loop. It’s something more layered, more folded, more like a conversation without fixed roles.

There were moments when the theory and the practice were far apart. I would read something and think: this doesn‘t apply to what I’m doing. Then I would go back to the studio and realize that it did, just in a different way. The theory was not a blueprint. It was more like a mirror. It showed me what I was already doing, but didn‘t yet have words for.

I am not the same researcher I was when I began. I was looking for clarity, for a single path forward. I found something else. I found that research doesn’t move in a straight line. It loops, it retreats, it doubles back. I found that the most productive moments are not the ones when everything worked, but the ones when I had to stop and ask what I was really doing. I found that a research question is not something you answer. It‘s something you carry, and by carrying it, you are changed.

I’m still working on the installation. The final version is not final, because it will always be a version, not the version. There will be another iteration after this one. And another after that. This is not failure. This is the nature of a research practice that refuses to close.

I‘ve also learned that this refusal to close — this insistence on staying open — is not a weakness. It’s a stance. It‘s a way of saying that the question matters more than the answer.

I don’t know what I‘ll do after this. I don’t know if I‘ll continue with Nuo opera, or move to another tradition, or leave the field entirely. I do know that I’ll carry the questions with me. They are now part of how I see.

When I look at other rituals now, I don‘t see the symbols first. I see the atmosphere. I feel the density of the space. I notice how the body responds before the mind has time to catch up. This is not something I set out to learn. It’s something that happened to me through the work.

There‘s a sentence I’ve been trying to write for months. I keep finding it, losing it, finding it again. Here it is: the research is not the installation. The research is the asking.
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