The Phenomenon of the American Belly Dancer

By Atea –  www.bellydancingvideo.com
Since the late 1960's, the United States has witnessed a surge in the popularity of a new phenomenon - the American belly dancer. Other parts of the world, particularly the Near and Middle East, have enjoyed the performance of "Oriental dance" for thousands of years. What has caused the American girl-next-door, our sisters, and our mothers, to don finger cymbals and hip scarves as they strive to master the intricacies of this ancient art form?

Belly dance received its first real national awareness in America during the 1893 Chicago World's Fair, when authentic Oriental dancers were imported from the Near and Mid-East to perform their native dances. After the fair closed, a small number of American entertainers copied these dances in performances for vaudeville, carnivals, stage shows, and the like. American movies, and eventually TV, sometimes included the dance (one of the very first films in existence, produced by Thomas Edison, featured a belly dancer named Fatima!).

However, until recently, the actresses belly dancing in these films were usually Americans trained in Western styles of dance such as ballet or jazz. They did their best to imitate what they thought to be traditional belly dance moves. Despite their less-than-authentic presentations, American woman became increasingly intrigued by these mysterious and alluring images.

Yet, as recently as the late 1950's, few Americans could claim to have seen an authentic belly dancing performance. Ethnic restaurants and night clubs tucked away in the Middle Eastern neighborhoods of our larger cities sometimes showcased them. Many of these belly dancers were born and raised in the Near or Mid-East. They had learned to belly dance the traditional way - passed down from their mothers and female relatives. Upon coming to the U.S. to make a living practicing their art, they proceeded to inspire a generation of American women by their performances and ability to teach.

By the late '60's and early 70's, a growing demand for authentic belly dancing exploded, going hand-in-hand with the women’s' awareness movement and the cultural revolution of the '60's. From Maine to California, belly dancing studios sprouted up like mushrooms. Teachers got serious about receiving as much training as possible, studying with experts and traveling to the East for inspiration. The real dance was in America to stay.

With the increasing opportunities for teachers and entertainers, many former belly dance students decided to go public with their newly found talents.

Belly dancers of all degrees of expertise could be seen throughout the spectrum of American society. In addition to the old stand-byes of night clubs and film, new performance and instruction vistas opened up. Belly dancers could be seen with increasing frequency performing at festivals, fund raisers, cultural centers, nursing homes, and parties. Belly dancing classes could be found in community centers, YMCA's, recreation departments, and colleges. In conservative areas where belly dancers found resistance to the presentation of their art, they went forward by financing and producing their own events, creating venues where they controlled the content and environment for their dance.

American belly dancers now represent a cross-section of all social, racial, and economic groups: housewives, career women, grandmothers, and students.

Each individual has her own reasons for her involvement in belly dancing. Many want to experience the health benefits and fun found in this beautiful form of belly dance movement. Others want to teach or perform professionally; making money doing something they truly love. In belly dance classes and other gatherings, some simply enjoy making new friends with like-minded individuals. And still others are fascinated to explore the ethnic cultures connected to the dance. Yet, for all their diverse reasons, dancers share a common bond - the joy of expressing the feminine experience through belly dancing.

No other art form is so imbued with the power and spirit of the feminine. The natural moves, the nurturing qualities, and the dancing from the heart, are a welcome antidote to the more masculine precepts of Western dance.

Many believe that belly dance originated thousands of years ago when the primal deity around the world was female. Belly dance was a celebration of life, health, and reverence to our connection to Mother Nature. Not all American belly dancers are fully aware of the ancient traditions they are carrying on. Yet, at least at some level, almost all of them are aware that what they are practicing is powerful, mysterious, and profound.

The future of the American belly dancer is assured. Still, there are many difficulties to be overcome. That which is so profoundly feminine is often misunderstood in the patriarchal societies of our times. Belly dancers in general, except those at the very top of their profession, are underpaid, overworked, and struggling for respectability. Yet, despite the lack of adequate conditions, the American belly dancers' love for the art continues to keep it alive.

Through the efforts of dedicated teachers and performers, the American public has become more aware of the dance as a sophisticated health system and a true art form. Whether they present the dance in a "modern" or "traditional ethnic" style, the well-trained belly dancer communicates the many facets of the art and of femininity (and there is a more masculine version performed by men that combines those feminine values with a masculine energy). The effects on American culture have been profound.

Most Western dance forms, such as contemporary ballets, jazz, modern, and popular dancing, exhibit more and more of the Eastern influence. Belly dance movements are becoming more natural with flowing and undulating motions of the arms, torso, and hips. A greater emphasis is being placed on response to rhythm, spontaneity, and self expression.

Ironically, the U.S. has become a beacon of hope for the survival of belly dancing that is now fast disappearing in the Near and Mid-East. As religious fundamentalism sweeps these regions, the native women are severely discouraged from publicly performing their traditional dance. There are now more belly dance studios, students, performance venues, and professional dancers in the U.S. than in any other country. The American belly dancers, through their seminars, videos, and books, have been instrumental in helping to create thriving dance communities in Europe, Australia, South American, and Asia. Through the internet, a global dance community has developed that is ever increasing the availability of belly dance to every corner of the world. This community will help keep belly dance alive, despite the efforts in some areas of the world to suppress it.

As we look forward to the new millennia, we see belly dancers who are preserving the wide variety of traditional ethnic forms of belly dance. We also see others who are fusing the ancient movements with new forms of music and costuming. In all its myriad manifestations, the American belly dancer and her fellow belly dancers around the world will continue to inspire, entertain, and educate with this intriguing gift from the past. 

Belly Dance 

How did belly dance originate?
The truth is ... nobody knows why or how belly dance started as a dance. Modern archeology is continuously using new techniques and technologies to shed more light on our belly dance past. Yet, at this time, no one knows the exact reasons for the original development of belly dance. We do know belly dance has been practiced for thousands of years by many different cultures for many different purposes. Belly dance has been used in Goddess ritual, spiritual practices, childbirth preparation, communal bonding, celebration, entertainment, physical education, and simply for enjoyment.

Where did belly dance originate?
Again, no one knows for sure. There are indications that belly dance was common in pre-Aryan India and ancient Egypt. However, new discoveries also support the theory that belly dance is even older and was practiced in the Goddess cultures of Neolithic Europe, Africa, and the East - 6,000, or possibly many more, years ago!
The term “Belly Dance”:

“Belly Dance” is a Western name for the Arabic Style of dance developed in the Middle East. The term “belly-dance” is a creation of Orientalism, and it first attested in English in 1899, translating French “danse du ventre”. Some dancer’s prefer the term “Middle Eastern Dance” or “Oriental Dance”. In the Arabic language it is known as “raqs sharqi” (eastern dance) or sometimes “raqs baladi” ("national" or "folk" dance). The term "raqs sharqi" is believed to have originated in Egypt and is commonly used by professional bellydancers. 
Origins:
The exact origin of this dance form is actively debated among dance enthusiasts, especially given the limited academic research on the topic. Much of the research in this area has been done by dancers attempting to understand their dance's origins. However, the often overlooked fact that most dancing in the Middle East occurs in the social context rather than the more visible and glamorous context of the professional nightclub dancers, has led to an overall misunderstanding of the dance's true nature and has given rise to many conflicting theories about its origins. Because this dance is a fusion of many dance styles, it undoubtedly has many different origins – many of them in ethnic folk dances
Many dancers subscribe to one or another of a number of theories regarding the origins of the form.
These are some theories of the dance’s origin and purpose:
· Descended from Greece, spreading with Alexander the Great.
· Descended from indigenous dances of ancient Upper Egypt.
· Descended from a religious dance Temple Priestesses/Goddesses once practiced. 

· Had been a part of traditional birthing practices in the region(s) of origin. 

· Had spread from the migrations of the Romani people (also called "gypsies") and related groups, descended from the Banjara of Rajasthan in northwestern India. 

· Originated in Uzbekistan- traveling to India through the slave trade. 

Wherever it began, the fact is that Bellydance has a long history in Africa and the Near & Middle East. 
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