THE HISTORY OF BELLY DANCE

 “The movement art known in the West as belly dance has existed for thousands of years, although it continues to evolve even today. This thousand-year history can be viewed in two different ways. The first interprets belly dance as a dance done only in the company of other women. Traditional Islam, the prevailing religion in belly dance's lands of origin, restricts a woman's contact with people outside her immediate household and family. Therefore, before the advent of radio and television as means of entertainment, women would gather together in their houses and courtyards to help each other with daily chores or to talk and relax when the work was done. Singing, dancing, and storytelling were the entertainments of choice. Out of these gatherings came this playful and flirtatious dance.  

It consists largely of bouncing and shimmying hips, delicate hand and arm gestures, and fluid and sinewy undulations of the body, all of which were passed on as young girls watched older women dance. Where did the original movements come from? That's an answer we'd all like to have! Perhaps it was a form of storytelling, perhaps pillow talk for a new bride. The result is a very feminine dance that celebrates life and delights in the shape and display of the female body. 

The second interpretation of the dance is as a part of the role of the professional entertainer. Professional entertainers were not bound by the rules of Islam regarding a woman's activities, and so could display these sensual dances outside the home and to any audience. Originally, these women may have been Gypsies or other itinerant travelers, or simply women who, because of financial woes, were forced to work outside the home, thus forfeiting their status as "respectable women." Modern belly dance, however practiced or danced, draws from both of these histories. It has blossomed out of North Africa and is enjoyed all over the world.

American Tribal Style Belly Dance

There are several elements that distinguish American Tribal Style belly dance, the style I typically teach, from other styles of belly dance. From its name we learn two of the most important. American identifies this style as a modern fusion of many evincing traditions. Tribal Style refers to its appearance when performed, with several women dressed in layers of costume and jewelry dancing together.

That the dance is designed for group performance is significant. The steps and gestures are simple and uniform so that two, three, or four dancers at a time can easily assimilate cues and gestures. 
The uniformity isn't intended to eliminate a dancer's individuality, but rather allows her uniqueness to enhance the overall impact of the performance. Different body heights, weights, and shapes appear in step together on the stage, providing a visual array of beauty.

The steps and movements of Tribal Style have evolved from both Egyptian Cabaret and the folkloric dances of North Africa, as well as inheriting some stylistic influences from the Spanish Flamenco and the dances of India. More generally, Tribal Steps are derived from everyday gestures, so the audience often unconsciously "connects" to the dance through our collective muscle memory. 
ATS- continued
The dance form is constantly evolving. Tribal is also a largely improvisational style of belly dance. Simple steps and gestures cued in a repetitive fashion, building on the music and the interaction between the dancers.

The musical choices of Tribal Style are also unique. We favor Egyptian Folkloric music over Classical Arabic because of the repetitive nature of its phrasing. Classical Arabic music is designed for one dancer interacting with the musicians and the audience. Folkloric is traditionally performed for a group dancing together, often for long periods of time. We find the Folkloric music gives us time to set up a movement repeat it several times, and make a change, all within one phrase.  “

In our classes, we also incorporate other types of music as well, including modern, blues, techno etc. We believe in the music moving your spirit to dance. There is no right or wrong.  

“ other Middle Eastern and African Folkloric song as well as some contemporary fusions such as Rai and World Beat. In choosing the music, we are always looking for the distinctive taxeem—the slow, improvisational sections of the song-and the driving, up-tempo beat, which encourages the more lively steps.

The costume also distinguishes Tribal. A typical Tribal costume consists of pantaloons, a full skirt, a hip shawl, and a choli (open-backed shirt). For performance, often add a coin bra, a tassel belt or coin sash, and a headdress or hair swept up a adorned with flowers. Opulent displays of jewelry, such as coin necklaces, bracelets and cuffs, rings, and ornaments pinned anywhere that might catch the eye or enhance movement are also encouraged. There is no "right" or "wrong" way to put together a costume, as long as it empowers the wearer by flattering the line of the body and augments the display of steps and gestures.”
Despite the differences between styles, it is most important to remember that belly dance is belly dance the world over. Its main attraction is delight. The dancer feels good doing it, and the audience takes pleasure in watching it. “
By Carolena Nericcio, Founder Fat Chance Belly Dance
ZILS

ZILS (FINGER CYMBALS) – There are three tones to identify from your zils:
RING: Bring the cymbals together and apart quickly creating a “ring”. Use the whole hand to produce the tone, not just thumb and middle finger. 

TAP: Muffle the middle finger cymbal with your index and ring finger. Tap the two together
CLAP: Used for emphasis. Position your hands in front of your body and clap the cymbals together evenly. 
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*** We will touch on zils lightly in Basics I. The student should be practicing zils at home along with every day drills.
