
ANIMAL, ALIEN, WATER, SMOKE 
A Chicago-based Mexican-American dancer investigates experimental movement 

 
OK Pedersen 

 
 

Good, beautiful ballerinas float towards the high heaven, aiming for an ideal beauty, offering their bodies 
as forms of the finest technique to please God above. This is Western dance: athletic bodies—always 
athletic and lean and some version of perfect—transcending the limits of the body, in motion towards 
something divine.  
 
In the Eastern tradition of Butoh, this higher place is not a dwelling above but a spirit that comes up 
through the earth, exists within, and pushes out through the body. Imagine a baby being born: shriveled, 
monkey-faced, covered in blood, screaming, crying, grasping at air and space, greeted by light for the first 
time. Disgusting, undeniably beautiful. 
 
Jasmine Mendoza, a Mexican-American movement artist in Chicago, has been researching and practicing 
Butoh and BodyWeather, a movement style born from Butoh, for the past three years. These practices are 
very spiritual, and have changed the way she thinks of her body in daily life. “Butoh and BodyWeather 
are about focusing on some sort of imagery or expression and then having that come out of you,” she 
says. The body becomes a vessel of nature. When dancing, she thinks of her body as a lump of flesh, or an 
animal. Meditating on some imagery in nature, like a blossoming flower, or a wisp of smoke, she 
becomes this form through movement.  
 
Butoh is more than a genre or style of dance performance, it can also be an aesthetically spiritual way of 
being. A florist could be a butohist, a jeweler could be a butohist, a marketing manager in Cupertino could 
probably be a butohist, if she were so inclined, though it is a tradition deeply rooted in Japanese culture.  
 
As a dance movement, Butoh emerged as an extremely avant garde performance art that shocked 
audiences with its grotesque movements and sexual candor when it was first pioneered by Tatsumi 
Hijikata and Kazuo Ohno in the 1950s. It is often noted that Butoh was a reaction in art to the devastation 
of WWII, a movement meant to inhabit the physical and spiritual horror of utter loss. In Butoh 
performances, the movement artists, covered in white body paint, slide slowly through their 
motions—achingly slow. Each movement is deliberate and controlled, an assiduously violent unraveling 
of the spirit. There is an undeniable relationship between J-horror films and butoh. (Think Samara 
crawling out of the TV in The Ring). In the higher worlds, life and death coexist in a state of exchange.  
 
The word butoh in Japanese is technically—though now anachronistically—the word for ballroom 
dancing, as in, Western-style high-society social dancing. At first, Hijikata and Ohno referred to their 
movement as Ankoku-Buyou (Dance of Darkness). But Hijikata decided on the word butoh for the 
movement instead, as opposed to buyo—a classical Japanese dance style that butohists had initially tried 
to emulate—because it conveyed something harder, something with more edge. 
 
In Piercing The Mask, the Japanese professor of semantics Yoshida Yoshie explains the concept of butoh 
through the structure of its lexical components. The ‘Bu-’ part of butoh, grammatically speaking, is the on 



part of the word, the part of the word that is not originally Japanese. The Japanese equivalent is ma-i, the 
action of ma.  
 
Ma is best described as a consciousness of negative space. The poet Lao-Tse described ma in 6th Century 
B.C.E.: "Thirty spokes meet in the hub, but the empty space between them is the essence of the wheel. / 
Pots are formed from clay, but the empty space within it is the essence of the pot. / Walls with windows 
and doors form the house, but the empty space within it is the essence of the house." 
 
Not all space is measurable in the way we, in the west, rationally think of space, measurement, and 
physics. A rational frame of space between beings in the physical world would say: there are three feet 
between me and my Uber driver.  But Japanese culture doesn’t share this view. The space between us is 
not felt in the body as inches, it’s experienced as a negative space where essence dwells, as ma. Ma can be 
vaguely described as something roundish and embracing, but not explicitly physically-embodied. Ma is 
also used in the words for ‘round’ and ‘smooth’, it’s less about distance than aura.  
 
Butoh and BodyWeather movement practices aim to consolidate this negative space between spirits. The 
spirit that exists in a fish, in a forest, or in the feeling of epiphany or desolation, can manifest in all bodies 
through movement. In a week-long BodyWeather workshop at the Banff Centre for the Arts and 
Creativity in Banff, Canada, the Australian-born choreographer Victoria Hunt lead Mendoza and a group 
of movement artists through exercises meant to foment this consolidation, rewiring the dancers’ sense of 
connection between flesh, spirit and space.  
 
The practice started with certain physical movements, “like rubbing your belly and patting your head kind 
of thing,” said Mendoza. “Some are complicated, others are easy, but they’re all very detail-oriented, 
tuning you in... You come to this place where you’re in this high-up head space, and then from there you 
come down into an internal space, where you’re closing your eyes and imagining yourself from all 
different angles, both inside and outside your body. For example, you imagine yourself standing in front 
of yourself. Or you imagine your body as a mass of flesh, so your head sits way low, or your arm could be 
coming from a non-normal place, high above or behind you.” And from there they began working with 
imagery separate from the flesh. “There was this moment in the workshop when [Victoria] asked us to get 
with a partner and each of us chose an animal to embody. You don’t share what the animal is with your 
partner, you just become it, inch by inch. I didn’t even know what animal my partner was, but it was so 
moving watching this performer transform in every sense of the word. Their expression was so honest.” 
 
As for the ‘-toh’ part of butoh, this refers to a spiritual concept of percussion that is also distinctly 
Eastern. Butoh as a movement style is deeply entrenched in the Eastern spiritual framework that the spirit 
comes from the earth, as does strength and all other life force. Traditionally, the Japanese do not wear 
shoes in the house, or sit in chairs, elevated from the ground. There is something sacred in sharing 
skinship with the earth.  
 
One of the first things the dancers did each day in Hunt’s BodyWeather workshop was clean the floors. 
Each dancer grabbed a dry rag and there were a few buckets of water around the room. “You’re in a 
downward facing dog position, pushing the washcloth across the floor. It’s a cleansing of the space, 
cleaning the slate to make room for whatever is going to happen that day.” Mendoza explained to me that 
her mentor, who grew up in Japan, did this every day in school as a child. “We have this Western way of 
looking down on people who clean or the act of cleaning,” she explained, but in Japanese culture it’s not 



only normalized but sacred. “Right when you come into the space, it’s about creating a sense of 
grounding. And it’s also a way to connect to the people you’re about to practice with. Because you’re 
doing this thing together that’s kind of funny—sometimes you slip, some people look funny doing it, you 
end up laughing. It’s a sense of coming together, so when you start practice, that connection is already 
there.” 
 
In Butoh, the spirit of the performer swells from the bottom up. The cruel miracle of life as a body comes 
from the ground, the mud, the trenches of the womb, from dirt and blood. Dance is life, and life is not 
always beautiful, and never flawless. In Butoh, the spirit manifests from the earth as a natural tempest, 
violently directing the flesh to move through space, like a storm might direct a tree to fall on your car, or 
an earthquake might direct your house to fall into the earth. 
 
And this spirit is not always your own. “I’m not myself when I’m performing. It’s me, but it’s coming 
from something else completely,” said Mendoza. She’s deeply interested in using movement to connect 
with her ancestors and communicate with the departed. “I had this really insane experience at a workshop 
where this woman was looking at me in this way that my mom used to look at me. It was like she was my 
mom.” Mendoza is working on connecting with her great grandmother. She has a residency in New 
Mexico this August where she hopes to explore this connection through movement. “I’m very fascinated 
by the desert and the way it has been connected to my family for years. I’ve actually never felt more 
connected to my great grandmother than being in the desert. She was from this small town in Texas that 
was very desolate—super rural, open desert roads kind of thing, close to El Paso.” Most of Mendoza’s 
family is from El Paso, close to the border.  The landscape—the earth itself—has been Mendoza’s 
inspiration. “The color of dirt and the architecture of the mountains and the dead cactus plants...the earth 
there is so different from other parts of the world, it can sometimes look like Mars.” 
 
The essence of these movement practices is to open new spaces, to create a vacuum for God or the spirit 
to fill.  In Butoh, you can do anything. It is beyond definition—it has allegiance to no technique, it has no 
philosophy. It is an attempt at true freedom for the body and the spirit, an exploration of the infinite that 
exists inside a millimeter of movement. “How can something so small provide so much information?” 
Mendoza asks herself. In Butoh and BodyWeather, there is infinite space to explore the limits of the body, 
and there are no prerequisites.  
 
“Everybody loves dance but it can be so intimidating, like, you have this idea that you have to be some 
amazing dancer or have a certain technique or a certain body to practice. And I think that’s what I’ve 
learned since starting this training later in my life: you really don’t have to be anywhere except where you 
are for yourself,” explained Mendoza. “I don’t have to be able to do the splits. Where am I going to use 
that in life?”  
 
These movement practices are for more than just formal dance, they reach beyond the stage. “I’m 
interested in cleansing a space for myself to feel something new...to feel cleared, stripped of myself.” 
Discoveries in the spirit require a clearing of the ego, which merely requires the will to be egoless, or 
rather, for the will to collapse into itself. After that, the body is limitless. As butohist Tadashi Endo said: 
This passion to do something, now or never—this extremely strong decision—is Butoh. 
 
 


