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11.1 Introduction 

Thomas F. DeFrantz is a professor at Northwestern University who directs 
SLIPPAGE: Performanq:ICulturelTechnology, a humanities and creative re­
search lab. He believes in our shared capacity to do better and engage the 
creative spirit for a collective good that is anti-racist, pro-feminist, and queer­
affirrning. DeFrantz also convenes the Black Performance Theory working 
group and is founding director of the Collegiurn for African Diaspora Dance. 
He has taught at the University of the Arts Mobile MFA in Dance, IrnPulsTanz, 
SNDO, Juilliard, New Waves Institute, P.A.R.T.S., Bennington College, Hamp­
shire College, Stanford, Yale, MIT, NYU, Duke, and the University of Nice. 

I met DeFrantz rouglily ten years ago at the American Dance Festival in 
Durham, North Carolina. In 2016, I invited him to give a lec-dem on queer 
performance at an aris non-profit in Charlotte, North Carolina, that I help run, 
and, in 2022, he, Jasmine Johnson, and I co-edited a special issue of Dance Re­
search Journal on the topic of dance assembly.1 Through these and other expe­
riences, I learned about his interdisciplinary work with emerging technologies. 

11.2 The Interview 

Mullis: 

DeFrantz: 

Thank you for taking the time today to share your thoughts on 
the intersection of dance and emerging technology. I'd like to 
begin by asking about the history of the SLIPPAGE Lab. 
I began the·Lab twenty years ago in my first academic appoint­
ment at MIT. I was lucky that the Lab started at a place that was 
incredibly immersed in worlds of new technology and wonder­
ing at emergent strategies for relationships to tech. Technology 
has been integral to my willingness to think creatively, create 
artworks, design curriculum, and share ideas through mediated 
processes concerned with data and computation. The SLIPPAGE 
Lab became a reality when I realized that what I wanted to do 
was organize thinking in various modes under some sort of um­
brella that would allow questions of anti-racism, queer possibil­
ity, and an emergent sort of feminism to be embedded in thinking 
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about performance and technology, how we develop robots for 
performanct, and how we're involved in computational meqia, 
especially as physical thinkers. The Lab works within a value 
framework, an abiding interest in interactions and research that 
is anti-racist, pro-feminist, and queer-affirming.2 

Mullis: What is the organizational structure of the Lab and how has 
that evolved over time? 

DeFrantz: As someone working in higher education in the Uhited States, 
we're encouraged to develop our own research questions and 
approaches, to raise our own funding, and to use that funding 
to help move the institution toward its place in the ecosystem of 
advanced thought. But we all do it pretty much individually. We 
might each get some support from a dean or a provost, or even 
a state or a foundation, but we're all pretty much on our own. 

The idea of the Lab was really bound up with being near so 
many incredible thinkers in, say, astrophysics who were run­
ning their own labs. So, this model was in the air, and it seemed 
available to me, as well. The idea was to start a lab really just 
by hanging a sign by the door and hoping that no one would 
take it down. I said, "Oh, I'm starting a lab." to my department, 
and they go, "Well, that's cute." But they're mostly musicians 
and theater artists who have their own companies, so it wasn't 
all that different. A theater company run by a theater faculty 
member or a string quartet with faculty musicians are familiar 
formations. I was a researcher working in live art, performance, 
and dance and technology, so I said, well, what I need is not so 
much a company, but a lab. So then I simply set it up that way, 
and•with enough time, it became true. 

By the' time I moved to Duke University in 2011, SLIPPAGE 
was established, and moving me meant moving the Lab. I was 
able to negotiate space in a certain kind of way because it helped 
Duke with fundraising efforts to build a new arts building. And 
then I was encouraged, just three years ago, to move to North­
western University in Chicago for similar reasons. Now, organi­
zationally, I have a full-time lab manager, one post-doc, and an 
assigned graduate student. And then I would say there's prob­
ably eight undergraduate and graduate students who would 
consider.their affiliation to the Lab to be somehow binding or 
of interest to them. 

Mullis: Are there any particular projects that came out of the Lab that 
strike you as poignant in terms of embodying its overarching 
mission? 

DeFrantz: I would hope that the work of the Lab models that something 
else is possible, that while it's possible to build robots that do 
things that are "human-like," it might be even more interesting 
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to begin from the place of thinking of communities ·of color, 
say, as we did in one of our projects, as a.kind of place to ori­
ent from, instead of just orienting toward. One of the things the 
Lab tries to do is,orient from those three vectors of being anti­
racist, pro-feminist, and queer-affirming. We're not turning our 
attention to the queers or to women or femme-presenting people 
or to the racisms of the planet. We're orienting from the place 
of resisting the structures that keep people down. And I think 
there's a poignancy in that, in thinking that the code that we 
write or the robots that people make or the performances that 
are designed and-maybe even more importantly-the publica­
tions and the symposia begin from a place of imagining a co­
herency for the populations we're concerned to be of and then 
move through technology and computational research outward, 
so we don't turn technology as if it floats in the air toward Black 
and Brown publics. We start from the place of being a·Black and 
Brown public, and then pay attention to how technology is help­
, ing us, holding us back, enabling us to move toward destiny, 
or is incarcerating us, if that's whafs happening. But, we start 
from the place of being embedded in identity politics that are 
unavoidable in terms of how we endure time on the planet. 

Mullis: I hear you saying that it's empowering to be creative and im­
aginative with technology, as opposed to just using it and being 
affe�ted by it. 

DeFrantz: We're in the midst of an explosion of Black critical theory that 
is still revealing itself in astonishing manner. In Black critical 
theory, we understand that questions of access and questions 
o{ genealogy are bound up with questions of capital and white 
supremacy, if you will. So, in this question of capital, the first 
step might be to assume that capital arrives as normative/white, 
and that there has to be undercommons or people who don't 
,fit into that framework. And that is where Black life emerges. 
But then, Black life is so incredibly inventive and resilient and 
inexhaustibly creative. It's the foundation for popular culture 
flll over the planet. As an example, in the United States context 
where African-Americans are only 12% of the population, we 
can say we produce 88% of popular culture, which is an aston­
ishing metric. If you put those numbers near each other, it shows 
our ability to resist stifling normativity, the kinds of everyday 
assaults on Black life, and we can also then come to resist the 
assumption that technology is innocent or racially neutral. 

We're not nearly so clever as we thought we were. We're all 
flawed and finding our way, and some of us pay attention to the 
terms of critical study that include a kind of feminism or queer 
affirmation or anti-racism, and many of us do not. So then, this 



220 Robot Theaters 

idea that the writings of Karen Barad or Katherine McKittrick 
or Saidiya Hartman or, of course, Fred Moten could help us 
rethink our relationship to how we narrate technology and per­
formance or the rise of robots in the context of the United States 
and Canada. This helps us rethink what it is to be advanced 
thinkers in these areas and wondering with questions of what 
the algorithmic can produce. 

All of that's a long-winded way to say that SLIPPAGE ,pro­
jects and considerations have arisen among an amazing array of 
thinkers like those I've just mentioned and many others who are 
helping us reckon with what it means to write about technology 
as though it has no race or gender. People tend to have racist 
and sexist beliefs, among other identity metrics, and those met­
rics matter in terms of how a program is written, what sorts of 
decisions are made about the if-then structure, or even the basic 
scaffolding used to design a program-or to decide what con­
stitutes a face, for example, in facial recognition software. We 
know that these systems of assessment actually come from peo­
ple and not from some sort of mythical computational space. 

Mullis: I'm curious if you have any dreams about where the Lab will be 
in, say, ten years. 

DeFrantz: What's interesting about the Lab is it has dedicated space in 
a university setting in the United States, a bespoke space for 
its operations. The Lab is not shared, and that means that Lab 
affiliates have access to it in a way that others just don't. And 
through our time at Duke, that was especially unusual. I've been 
promised that the ambition for the university where I work now 
is to build a bu:ilding that the Lab will be a component of. That 
building will allow the questions that you and I are supremely 
curious about to be at the forefront of a research agenda for 
many people. All that to say, I would hope that, in time, the Lab 
will continue to be one among many that takes on questions 
of performance, technology, physical computing, and disabil­
ity studies in relation to any kind of technologically-enhanced 
ability that makes it possible for folks to participate in civic 
life-that the SLIPPAGE Lab will continue to be a part of that 
ecosystem and have its things to share, among other people's 
ideas, for research queries across the planet. 

But to your question, essential for folks who want to make 
their labs in institutions of higher-ed- formations is to be embed­
ded in engineering. And that, I think, is one of the biggest chal­
lenges. Again, I was so lucky to start my career at MIT, where 
I was around many incredibly-gifted engineering faculty col­
leagues, but also students and grad students studying engineer­
ing. And then when I moved to Duke, I knew that I had to get 
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embedded in engineering by any means necessary. So I found an 
amazing professor of electrical engineering, Martin Brooke, and 
we found ways to work together and became friends. Through 
Martin's stewardship, I was able to have an affiliation with the 
Duke School of Engineering. At Northwestern, I have an affilia­
tion with the Segal Institute of Design, which is the design aspect 
of the engineering school. It was fairly easy for me to walk into an 
affiliation at the Segal Institute because its work is exactly what 
I'm up to. But that also means that I'm fighting harder to find 
engineering faculty who want to work together, because the De­
sign Institute is thought of as its own thing. It's where the "arty 
engineers" go, but there is a sense that the "real engineering" is 
happening somewhere else, so I am still seeking out affiliations 
to work with other engineers in order to be legible in that space. 

At MIT, I was lucky enough to spend time around colleagues 
who were just curious about what was happening in music and 
theater arts or in women's studies or even the nascent Black 
Studies program we inaugurated there when I was on faculty. 
Being around engineers helped remind me that engineering 
comes from people. There are people writing programs, creat­
ing GitHub and the algorithmic scaffolding that could produce 
something like Isadora, a program that many people in dance 
like to use, or Max MSP. That just helped me understand that 
these technologies don't just land in my lap, that someone spent 
time crafting them somewhere and that that person is in relation­
ship to other people. So the relationships they.have in the world 
get baked into the systems, with their computational proximi­
ties and possibilities. So just having that knowledge helps me, as 
a researcher, feel more willing to wonder about who wrote that 
bit of code, who thought that this would be better than that, 
and who thought it would be a good idea if the graphic interface 
looked like this. Asking those questions makes me constantly 
curious about what it is that we're interacting with. 

Mullis: Working in a lab with a Boston Dynamics Spot robot led me to 
wonder about who programmed its dance primitives and why 
they chose moves from ballet and Black social dance. 

DeFrantz: Critical Studies tries to remind us that the world of neolibera,l 
globalcapital wants to obscure everything. Everything is hidden. 
So the judicial, the carceral, the systematization that put me in 
this neighborhood to live, for example, are meant to be invisible 
so that, on one hand, we could not be fettered with thinking 
about how a thing was produced. On another hand, at least 
some might say, it's so the masses can be controlled. 

But yeah, I'm an artist like you, and I think of the shape and 
how someone made a decision for this computer mouse. One of 
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the reasons Apple is so incredibly dominant in consumer-based 
technologies is that its design is quite thoughtful. And now we 
go back to Elaine $carry, the philosopher at Harvard, on beauty 
and being: beauty spreads because when we're in the presence 
of beauty, we want there to be more of it. So·the human space 
of creativity or imagination is also crucial to understanding how 
technology moves across geographies or populations. Things 
can make us feel certain ways. 

But, then, this proclivity to be ahistorical or to forget very 
quickly l!nd just assume that everything shows up on our laps 
unannounced is a function, I think, of capital and the state that 
does want to keep us from actually engaging in the complexity 
of life-because it's hard to pay attention to all the things all 
the time. But to think in that kind of way is to imagine who 
made the choice about what the primitives are for Spot, who 
made the design choices that make the if-then scaffolding work 
the way it does because it could work another way. At MIT, we 
often spoke about the elegance of design in terms of creating 
computational processes. There are lots of ways to do a thing, 
and what we're looking for is elegance of the design. How do 
you design? How do you decide what is elegant? That's where it 
gets into feeling-when something appears to be balanced well. 
Elegance is this idea of thoughtfulness in design matters. So if 
we can be thoughtful about design, what if we could be engaged 
ethically in terms of thinking about design? 

Mullis: You have been teaching a performance and technology class for 
several years now. Looking at videos from the course available 
online, it looks to be a great opportunity for students from dif­
ferent backgrounds to come together and think creatively about 
what emerging technologies can do. What are some of the aims 
or the objectives of the course, and what methods, techniques, 
and practices help realize them? 

DeFrantz: The course is designed to pressure-cook, or force a bunch of stuff 
to be made. The students have to design some sophisticated, in­
teractive projection mapping and use an Arduino to make a re­
sponsive object that can move under its own power. It needs to 
have some sort of sensor or MIDI-based interaction of some sort 
and then create sonification as part of a performance. We work 
with a theme for the quarter or the semester, which projects have 
to respond to. So, the "Butterfly Effect" or "Sources of Power" 
or "Climate Change." One group of students designed a tree that 
could hug you. It was literally a six-foot tree with two motorized 
arms, and as you approached the tree and got close enough, it 
would literally hug you. So, the idea was that a tree would hug 
back if we paid more attention to the natural environment. 
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All of these things are happening in-the clas-s, but they happen 
through group work, and if there's anything I want to happen 
in these courses, - it's that we start to understand the value· of 
diversity, which is rnaybe cheesy, in a way, but real. A group of 
four or five people will have the things they do well and things 
they've never done before. And when we combine those abilities 
and interests, something else becomes possible. 

Martin Brooke, a professor of electrical engineering at Duke, 
created the system for creating-groups in the course. A survey 
distributed at the verynrst meeting-is used to ensure that groups 
have diverse points of view and that there's no one represent­
ing any kind of identity alone. We also use data from sociology 
and anthropology to help us understand how to build teams. 
For example, groups composed mostly of women do better than 
groups with half women and half men. 

I want the students- to understand that teamwork can be re­
warding, fun, but also incredibly fruitful. When you're encour­
aged to bring something you understand how to do into a group 
formation supported by the class, you can make something you 
never believed you could, in just ten or fourteen weeks. I can't 
tell you· how many times faculty in engineering or the arts have 
said that it's not possible to design and program that quickly. I 
can't tell you how many times they said, "You can't do that in 
a quarter." And how many times I've had to show them a video 
of the students' final projects. You can if you figure out how 
to light the fire, do some foundational rradings, but most im­
portantly, if you create an environment that is anti-racist, pro­
feminist, and queer-affirming 4n its orientation and says those 
things matter in terms of how we imagine together. 

Mullis: Why do the projeets culminate in performance? I'm curious if 
any of the students struggle with that. 

DeFrantz: Yeah, all of them. Oh my gosh, all of them. If you get in front 
of the class and you start moving, it does that thing where the 
students are like, "Okay, well, I could never do that." So, I think 
it's really urgent to be very human in this. I try to perform a cer­
tain absent-mindedness or goofiness. Also, I spend a lot of en­
ergy creating space through directives like "eyes are blurry" and 
"you can't be wrong." The movement exercises we undertake 
are useful because the emphasis is on play, on wondering with 
integrity and intention in an ethically-directed manner. Making 
those value systems available to the students at the beginning is 
useful. It's one way to get them to relax and feel like they can 
communicate with folks they've never met before. And, even­
tually, they tend to say that the movement component is their 
favorite part of the course. 

. 
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Mullis: Dreaming big, what else would you like the course to do? What 
could it become? 

DeFrantz: One of the challenges of performance and technology in the sys­
tems of higher education in the United States has to do with the 
iterations of addressing a topic. The performance and technol­
ogy course is a single course that's not followed µp by some 
sort of container for more advanced group work. We know it's 
happening in other areas in the university, especially in the engi­
neering, science, and medical scho.ols. Dreaming big, I'd love to 
see more interdisciplinary play spaces for young researchers to 
keep unlocking imagination as a form of study. 

Mullis: Moving to a different topic, there are some interesting folks 
charting their way in choreorobotics. I'd be interested to hear 
your take on one of them, Catie Cuan. For you, how does her 
work pertain to the field and what does it reveal about it? 

DeFrantz: I won't claim to be an expert or someone who's done a deep dive 
into the work of Cuan or many of the choreographers who are 
working with robots right now. It seems to me, though, that like 
other artists of this particular moment, they are very much con­
cerned with galvanizing energy and establishing a field. So even 
calling something "choreorobotics" sounds good. It helps us as 
artists working with different technologies in the spaces of the sci­
ences to be able to claim a field that sounds vaguely scientific and 
organized through protocols of discovery and accountability that 
are more aligned with mathematics or computational design. The 
challenge of this sort of putting the flag into the field, if you will, is 
that we're still very much in a moment of initiation in these areas. 
So it's not as though anyone's figured'out what robot choreogra­
phy might be, or what the terms of an engagement for a live audi­
ence in relation to mechanical devices moving in synchronicity or 
in counterpoint to each other are. It's all still a very open field. 

So, I 'think that Cuan, like other artists discussed in this vol­
ume, are establishing an area by hook or by crook, sort of by 
any means necessary. So, many of us write in the first person, 
almost ethnographically, about our experiences of working with 
robots because, honestly, we don't hflve anything else to work 
with. We're providing the data sets for what it is to be a think­
ing human moving alongside mechanical beings. So, our experi­
ences take on the space of being incredibly useful seeming data, 
but we don't really know if the experience of how we feel­
about a floor being wide or the walls being porous or a curtain 
being in place-we don't know how important that is, really, to 
the future of a field like robotics Of robot theater. 

I do think that Cuan has emerged in a particular moment 
when there aren't a whole lot of other people to compare her 
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work to, or to think carefully around what kinds of aesthetics 
might be shared. What kinds of aesthetics might we share as 
of interest among different populations or·groups? What sorts 
of things do we want to see, collectively as a widely varied au­
dience or as particular witnesses or gamers or participants in 
these choreographies? It's all an open space for now. That's very 
exciting. But it also means that we really aren't sure exactly 
how the movement is going to matter. So, beyond the- thrill 
of the moment in seeing Cuan's work with five or seven very 
expensive-seeming robots with anthropomorphized facial fea­
tures and appendages that almost feel like arms, we don't really 
have a way to think about that, except in comparison to natural 
formations like birds or bees or or other beings that swim or 
fly together.3 

In general, I'm not impressed by the robot choreography I 
see. One of the things that makes human choreography inter­
esting is, essentially, the mistakes and the places where things 
don't work. We're astonished when things work in something 
like unison with people dancing. It's an astonishing thing to see 
and experience because our eyes are not accustomed to unison. 
So whether the robots move in really tight, exact computa­
tional unison or not, we're maybe not even able to perceive 
that because we're quite erratic as human beings. But what we 
respond to in performances are intangible things like effort and 
intention, the reaching and aspiration toward a line or a bal­
ance, the excess of a turn that lingers or provides an extra sort 
of revolution. Or suddenly, the sweatiness of two people hold­
ing or twisting and pulling each other. And these aren't things 
that robots can do. I'm not saying it's better or worse; I'm 
definitely not saying that. But I am curious about the spectacle 
of objects moving in unison standing in for what choreogra­
phy does. And that unison robot activity's maybe just not how 
many choreographers now are thinking about the potential of 
choreography. 
On the one hand, I find it very exciting that a trained dancer, 
choreographer, and roboticist is making the argument to ro­
boticists, software developers and audiences that the discipline 
needs people with dance knowledge. It needs choreographers, 
you know? But, on the other hand, when I see the work, I worry 
that dance as an art form is being reduced to social robotics. 
Could you say a little more about the last point? 
Cuan uses great examples to bring home the point that how ro­
bots move is really important. For example, if a robot were in 
your home, you wouldn't want it to move erratically. You'd want 
it to be clearly social and predictable and, in order to achieve that, 
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you need a choreographer who has detailed knowledge about hu­
man movement. But that means that choreographic knowledge is 
valuable just in terms of facilitating human-robot sociality. And 
when that's the case, we miss the chance to push back against 
popular understandings of what robots are and can be. 

DeFrantz: Something in there was really interesting. We tend to think that 
choreographers, as humans who are thinking in imagination 
and creativity, add something to the computational design that 
produces robot movements. But you offered it the other way, as 
well. Robots offer something to the human space that challenges 
it or changes it in a certain kind of way. 

In United Airlines airport lounges now, there are service ro­
bots that bus dishes and· trays. When you're finished with your 
meal-if you're lucky enough to be in the lounge at all-you 
can leave it on your table or just take it and drop it into the 
robot. And the robots move slowly, but seemingly randomly, 
like a Roomba vacuum cleaner, around the space. And then they 
pause in one place for a while. Then they move again, and you 
notice because they have lights. What's astonishing to me is how 
there was absolutely zero getting used to this. Of course, it is a 
very particular population that can afford to be in an airport 
lounge. They tend to be people working in sorts of mid- or up­
per-level management positions who are used to innovations in 
technology and automation. They're a little more available to 
Rosie, the home robot from The Jetsons that Cuan references 
in her TED talks.4 The airport service robots indicate that soon 
enough, social robots will be in our homes. And why wouldn't 
those robots want to dance at times? 

So, I guess I would take on your point a little bit. I would 
want a robot to be able to do things that are unexpected. I've 
had a few toy robots in the SLIPPAGE Lab for years that re­
spond on randomized timers1 They sleep for periods of time and 
then, every once in a while, wake up, move, and make a sound. 
And it's reassuring because it's like an animal that sometimes 
sleeps, like, if you've ever had a dog or a cat that wakes up, 
moves around a little bit, and then lies down again. I think that 
the programming for these toys is smart because it gives us the 
sense of, "Oh, it might be time for a·.break." that an animal 
might do for-a person in the-space of a lab or a home. It's not 
like voice assistants, such as Alexa or Sirif that wake up upon 
hearing their name and then just do what's asked of them. The 
toy robots have randomized behavior that offers the sense that 
it's time for a change or that something else might be useful right 
now. And this gives us humans the sense that a change could be 
useful. At least that's what they do for me. 
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Mullis: Going back to your point about staking a claim, I'm curious to 
know if you have any thoughts about where choreorobotics as a 
discipline could go. 

DeFrantz: It seems that one of the great innovations of the large language 
models is the computational power to have more landing points 
or vectors of information. So, essentially, more processing 
can guide the possibilities of decision making. We've watched 
swarm robots moving in different constellations and those are 
so fascinating, not for the ways the whole group moves, but for 
the outliers. This is also about social arrangements and artists­
as-outliers. So, you watch a swarm of wasp or fish robots, and 
their collective movement is very beautiful. They flow together 
in the water or in air across the ground. And then it's the one 
that kind of goes away or falls over, or it just takes a little bit of 
a wider sort of angle than the group. And those are the ones that 
catch our attention. We go, "Oh, well, what's that one doing?" 
And subconsciously or consciously, everyone gets to decide for 
themselves how much they'll pay atteµtion to the outlier. 

If we know anything from cultural history, social history 
and art history, the outlier produces the possibility for a shared 
future that is embedded in imagination. So we're really look­
ing to the outliers, as in this book project. You're an outlier, 
Eric, asking questions about robots and choreography and 
performance technology and robotics. And the outliers of­
fer us ways to imagine the extra curve, the faster descent, or 
the slowdown across the·ground when the group moves more 
quickly. Increased computational power can produce vectors of 
anomaly and oudier-ness in robotics that can encourage human 
imagination. 

To me, it seems important to keep sharing with each other 
that we're looking for ways to practice imagination. Why do we 
play with robots? Because we want to imagine, think, and won­
der together differently, and maybe create social spaces that feel 
quite different from the ones we have now. And that's one way 
to think about what futurity offers. So, if we're trying to engage 
imagination, the part where we get the robots to do a thing that's 
just cool to see them do well, it only has value for about that 
long. When a group of Roombas are choreographed to move 
simultaneously through a space and do a turn, it's like, "That's 
so cool." And then we're immediately on to the next thing. But 
what we're looking for are ways for mechanical objects to pro­
duce recognizable anomalies or, put differently, for recognizable 
singularities that do their own thing. We get inspired to wonder 
about this possibility, to exceed or to move outside or to resist, 
quite frankly, to resist the norm that the group offers. 
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So, I think that a future where robots and choreography will 
actually land is one where there's even more computational abil­
ity to produce more varied kinds of approaches to movement 
and relationship. Right now, most of the programming for ro­
bots, especially for robot ensembles, tends to make everyone 
move in the same recognizable patterns. And that's interesting, 
but it evacuates the thing that human performance does, which 
is to resist that. 

Some dance forms are so incredibly concerned with unity 
and uniformness, for example the East Asian forms of spectacle 
you study are remarkable for their perfect unison. In the United 
States, we don't really value that so much. We're not very good 
at it, quite honestly, and that reflects our social circumstances 
and the kind of democracy that we've decided to construct to­
gether. We don't work in unison and perfect synchrony, and our 
robot performances will likely look different from those from 
other parts of the world. 

Mullis: That's a great point. 
DeFrantz: The places where researchers and artists live and their cultural 

imperatives inform the kind of robot performances that get 
made. They're going to look quite different depending on where 

'the researcher or the artist is orienting from and toward. 
Mullis: It makes me think about how social robotics folks in the U.S. 

emphasize Hollywood narratives that depict robots as out of 
control, menacing, and destructive. It's interesting how power­
ful those narratives are in American culture and how chore­
orobotics people like Cuan see it as their mission to push back 
against them. In our context, this is part of the dominant ap­
proach. But, if you go to post-industrialized East Asian coun­
tries where those narratives didn't have much sway and there 
are animist philosophical and religious beliefs, you find that 
robots aren't framed as potential menaces. If you're a chore­
ographer working in that context, then it's going to be quite 
different. 

DeFrantz: A concern or critique for claiming space in this emerging area 
is that fake and unnecessary claims get made. Cuan has par­
ticipated in that kind of economy. In the article she wrote for 
TDR, she says things like, "Robots can do things that no­
body could ever do."5 But we have basic philosophy that says 
that we still do not know what a human body can do. B-boys 
and b-girls have proven balances that, ten years before, were 
thought to be totally impossible. How could you gather the 
body around and stop on one hand or slide on your head? And 
then there are gymnasts like Simone Biles. We thought there 
was an actual limit to the number of simultaneous rotation and 
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revolutions in the air, but actually we're not anywhere near the 
limit. And so, dancers and athletes continue to demonstrate 
this basic philosophical tenet that we still do not fully know 
what the body can do. 

Making claims about absolute differences, sources, and af­
finities is problematic. It feels like a bit of a land grab, like a 
colonial gesture. And if we know anything from work in de­
colonial studies or indigenous studies, it's that staking a claim 
in the new robotics as the one who brings it forward is not the 
thing to do. "I'm going to tell the story that defines the field" 
is ugly and greedy and not necessary. I have a hesitancy around 
anyone who's willing to say, "I'm the poster child for a new field 
of inquiry." Because it's ego. And we're sharing. If the robots are 
and large language models are teaching us anything, it's about 
networked communication. And you don't need a main node, 
network, or server to produce common knowledge or a sense of 
common creativity. And I wish we could turn toward that, even 
as we're wondering at what the terms of this field might be. It 
doesn't have to be about any of us being the best or doing the 
most. It can be about all of us wondering in different directions 
around these questions. 

Mullis: Staking a claim is troubling because it means that the field is get­
ting defined by just one person. 

DeFrantz: When Cuan writes, "What does it feel like to dance with a ro­
bot?" it's actually, "What does it feel like for me when I dance 
with the robot?" It's not a general universal: "Now, I will define 
for everyone what it's like to dance with a robot." It's "here's 
my experience." It could be quite more humble, and that might 
be much more productive intellectually and socially. To be hum­
ble in order to share ideas around how we all might move with 
mechanical beings that we're needing to feel more affective reg­
isters of relationship with. 

What is our need for dancing mechanical beings? Is it because 
we're unable to find humans who we want to dance with? Or 
in the communities with robot caregivers, we need the robots 
to do work that people won't do or that do it more effectively 
in a certain way. But there's also eight billion people on the 
planet-and more every day-so there's a curiosity there that 
points to shifting social circumstances. Rather than think that a 
robot will take my job as a dancer or artist, which is a question 
that Cuan tries to answer in some of her talks and essays, my 
question centers on the need for mechanical affective registers of 
relationship and what those replace, like the time you and I may 
spend sitting together in a bar and meeting and chatting with a 
stranger, as we did in Durham, North Carolina, a few years ago. 
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Mullis: It's a good point. Many factors play into the appeal of moving 
with mechanical beings, ontological, moral, and social. Loop­
ing back to what we were saying earlier, there are artists who 
tap into the tradition of technology, pushing us in directions 
we wouldn't go otherwise. Speaking personally, I'm intrigued 
by the ability of the robot to facilitate new ways of moving and 
thinking about dance movement. 

DeFrantz: I guess I just want to double down on the fact that we also do 
that with each other, with people. I can play with the robot 
panda bear I have in the Lab and wonder at the coding that 
produces its gestures, and about what- the person who wrote 
the code was thinking. But that's quite different from you and 
I challenging each other with movement ideas in a studio. The 
social scene is more charged with the potential for going way 
off target because of the contemporary political moment that is 
fraught with mistrust and misinformation. The coding that pro­
duces a mechanical being's gesture achieves its end or doesn't. 
It can't be misinformation. It has what it has, and maybe that's 
reassuring. 

Mullis: I've mentioned Huang Yi's work in some of our previous con­
versations. I'm writing about him for this volume, specifically 
about a moment when, during one of his performances, a 
dancer made a small mistake which disclosed the robot's lack 
of responsiveness. In a weirdly beautiful way, it made me ap­
preciate the fact that all the dancers on stage had memorized 
the robot's choreography. They swarmed around it, and even 
when they couldn't see it, they knew what it was doing. And so, 
that little accident spotlighted their labor. I can't imagine how 
many extra hours of ·rehearsal they did because the robot just 
runs code. 

The mistake was a transformative moment for me. After it, 
I just studied the dancers, and I noticed that they had taken on 
the robot's quality of movement. They were doing everything 
in their power to make it appear that, the robot was physically 
like them. Since the show, I find myself returning to the fact that 
the true marvel of the show was the dancers. Also, in watch­
ing dance performance, I find myself tracking how mechanical 
beings have shaped the way contemporary dancers train and 
perform. 

DeFrantz: Let me offer some ideas on this. I'm thinking of the way that in 
Black social dance, we have these long, deep traditions of robot 
dances, if you will. This is actually a long-standing mode from 
the early 20th century, from 1910 or 1890. You have artists 
who are working on Broadway and in minstrel shows moving 
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in these ways. Also, there are YouTube clips of Soul Train with 
dancers showing the qualities of motion of hyper-acceleration, 
stop-and-start, and constant effort. There's a mime effect, as 
well. This is a long-standing approach to creating social dance. 
This training was in the United States for generations, and the 
fact that it didn't show up in Doris Humphrey's or Martha Gra­
ham's techniques, is neither here nor there: That's part of how 
these genealogies of movement were kept apart. Let's not .forget 
that this kind of dancing was'happening in the 1910s and 20s, 
at the same time that Humphrey, Graham, Charles Weidman, 
and Hanya Holm were characterizing modern dance in the 
United States. 

So one of our saddest shames, if you will, is that we never 
quite figure,d out how to share movement ideas across social 
and racial lines. In a previous conversation, you mentioned 
the robotic movements of the dancers in Kidd Pivot, and I'm 
like: Oh yeah, Crystal Pite is from Forsythe, but everything 
doesn't begin and end with him. He was always very excited 
to see hip-hop in ballet because he was a kid who grew up 
just before hip-hop was popularized. And so, when he came 
back to the U.S. to work at USC, he was able to be a part 
of a program that built itself on hip-hop and ballet, not on 
modern dance. That program produces the kind of dancer 
who can work in ways that are essential for Kidd Pivot's aes­
thetic world-making. So it's not surprising that there are art­
ists aligned with this robotic kind of mechanistic moving and 
what it can do theatrically. 

I want to point toward the 'fact that hip-hop gives us a very 
obvious gathering of robot dances and the dances that came 
just before that, when literally "the robot" was a social dance 
in Black communities in the 'United St�tes that spilled out into 
a global social dance. I'm also thinking about how, if you go to 
see a Broadway musical now, chorus dancers move like this. It's 
a kind of cultural space that's been monetized and commodi­
fied. So these artists, especially young�r artists who train to do 
this movement that's very mechanical-looking, [are part] of this 
contemporary moment in a certain way. And it's recently found 
its way into concert dance. But it's been very popular in social 
dance and commercial dance for some time. 
It stands out to me as a unique mode of physical virtuosity. 
The high level of control and precision necessary for imitating 
a robot is like a nuclear bomb, if you will. It's just astound­
ing. Thinking about folks like Huang Yi who are interested in 
putting robots on concert stages with contemporary dancers, 
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it's fascinating to see different movement lineages coalescing in 
dancers who move beautifully with mechanical beings. The cho­
reographic past brings the future into the present. 

DeFrantz: I'm with you. I was actually thinking of slow-motion choreog­
raphies of the past 15 years. Seeing virtuosity in terms of the 
deployment of gesture and energy, and whether it's defined as 
mechanistic. Also, if we put that kind of movement next to 
robots, do we see it differently? And which artists are work­
ing in this way? Social dancers on Soul Train wanted to show 
their stuff on national television. A choreographer working 
in Europe like Gisele Vienne, or someone in Japan or Taiwan 
is asking questions about robotic movement and mechanistic 
behavior. 

Mullis: In a fascinating way, in any social context, the dancer is the 
most sophisticated technology because they embody mechanical 
movement. Perhaps that wonder connects to what you were say­
ing earlier about what we can know about the body. 

DeFrantz: It also points toward the question of what makes for good ro­
bot theater. To me, the situation of aesthetic viability has to do 
with recognizing the possibility of failure. Things have to be 
able to not work for something to be able to cohere. We need to 
hear symphonies that aren't so great in order to understand how 
amazing something Beethoven wrote might be. We're listening 
for the places where it doesn't quite line up, because they remind 
us the work is human effort, that human effort produced a space 
of imaginative sonorities. 

Computational values; up until now, have b�en trying to solve 
themselves. So again, my point is that AI and large language 
models predict an irrationality or an inconsistency that will cre­
ate the space, I would imagine, for things to feel handmade, 
personal, and unexpected. Right now, the gli�ch is really glitch. 
For example, when you go into VR, you take on your avatar 
and wander around. I don't actually like playing games in VR 
so much; I just like to wander around the common spaces. But 
there's always a glitch when your avatar gets too close to some­
one, and suddenly your elbows weirdly overlap or you turn your 
head and suddenly their face is right there. ,It's very alarming. 
I've had experiences like, "Oh my gosh, how did you get right 
there?" And then we're using our voices so you can actually 
hear someone and they say, "Hello." Oh my God! 

These erratic, irrational surprises are endemic to the human 
situation, and I want to suggest that we look for and feel them 
in dance performance. It's amazing when a group agrees to do 
dance in unison and when the idiosyncratic nature of move­
ment is amplified through each performer. It gives us a sense of 
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humanity expressing itself. So, I think we're looking for places 
where things don't align, and one thing that robots tend to do is 
try to be consistent. And so this is still a place of great discovery 
and exploration. That is certainly going to come very soon, and 
I wonder if that's not what we're all looking toward as we work 
in choreorobotics. 

Mullis: I'm trying to think through the different values that play into 
choreorobotic work. There's artistic, scientific, and social value. 
There are times when I see robot theater, and I find myself judg­
ing it primarily on artistic merit which it may lack, but still be 
very valuable in terms of science and society. 

DeFrantz: We're looking for this thing that doesn't line up. If you think 
about blurring your eyes while you're watching mechanical be­
ings, you see that it's essentially signal. When we're looking at 
robots, we're looking at signal. It's code turned into electrical 
impulses, and when the signal is even and steady, it's harder to 
see. Humans are quite irrational, though. We're quite subjec­
tive. We have egos, we have this sense of self, and we're ridicu­
lous, hysterical, and dramatic. Our emotional lives are places 
where signal gets bonkers. I want to keep suggesting that that's 
the thing we're looking for in dance performance. And so the 
smoothness of some robotic performance becomes less interest­
ing creatively or aesthetically because it can't accommodate the 
very human space of irrationality. 

We call mistakes made by ChatGPT "hallucinations." I love 
this quite human word. But hallucinations are the things we 
share ideas about. Or did you see that meme where that guy 
couldn't turn off his cat avatar during a Zoom meeting? We're 
not so interested when Zoom just works. Here we are doing our 
Zoom conversation. It's working, and there's nothing to be said. 
But if you were transformed into a cat and couldn't turn your 
visual filter off and kept saying, "I'm not a cat," we would talk 
about that for years. We're looking for those very human affini­
ties, and it's something that computational choreography hasn't 
yet figured out how to incorporate. Now, I do think that AI will 
understand that very quickly. And when real individualization is 
possible in manufacturing, this will become a very different con­
versation. I'm not scared of that moment, but I'm not looking 
forward to it either. When robots don't have to look the same 
and still can be mass produced, that's when we're in a really 
different conversation about the place of signal and mechanical 
beings alongside human beings. 

Mullis: Thank you for making the time to have this conversation, 
Tommy. You've given me a lot to think about. 

DeFrantz: Thank you, Eric. 
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