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Figure 1: Terracotta statuette of a dancing woman, 3rd century BCE, Metropolitan Museum of
Art [1][2]
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1 Introduction

Documentation of historical performing art forms before the invention of video recording inherently
comprises a different set of challenges than that of documenting physical art, and evaluation of
performing arts research needs to consider these challenges. We can only glean so much from
surviving images of dancers. Dance has been described as giving physical form to music, and as
such, dance can be thought of as being composed of spatial and temporal elements informed by the
music that produce a composition having unity and continuity. That is, dance has poses that can
be measured as three-dimensional forms within space, but the same set of poses performed quickly
and with staccato transitions would appear to be a very different dance than these poses smoothly
and slowly melting from one to the next to the point that one could not identify discrete poses,
but would rather have to talk about continuous movements. [3] discusses the difference between
the Greek words phorai and schemata in terms of dance, the former being the movement between
steps or carriage and the latter as poses or shapes, and provides evidence that the Ancient Greeks
already thought of their dance as employing both of these concepts. Yet, when we look at an extant
depiction of dancers, we get at best a discrete snapshot, a moment in time in the dance. Given
an image of a pose or even a set of poses, we have an idea of the dancers’ discrete positions in
space, but not how they move in the continuity of time. This is not intended to say that we can
learn nothing or that research in this area is futile. We simply wish to say that interpretations of
the performing arts of historical groups may take a different path than interpretations made by
researchers on physical arts, and we may need to employ different types of evidence - like textual
descriptions and visual depictions - in tandem just to form a hypothesis.

[4] explains several sources of information about historical dance available to us. We will utilize
as many as possible, including

• literary - writings about dance made by ancient writers;

• archaeological - representations of dancing on physical objects or objects used in dancing;

• linguistic - specific words used by ancient writers in discussing dancing;

• anthropological - “comparative materials obtained from a study of the dance among various
peoples of the world.”

Combining information from several types of sources can be useful in overcoming limitations of
a particular type, or to avoid misinterpretation. That is, painted images depicting dancers are
really an artist’s interpretation of another artist and are therefore subject to the painter’s own
interpretation as well as his limitations and any artistic conventions employed in that era. For
example, [4] asks the reader to “note the artist’s difficulty in portraying a head bent back or forward”
in a displayed figure, implying that the image is not to be taken as a perfect representation.

This work will attempt a comparative approach to interpreting evidence for dance throughout
time and across regions around the Mediterranean and Near East. We take knowledge gained by
study of a modern dance style with many ethnic roots and attempt to make sense of descriptions
and depictions of dance arising from some of these influential areas before the 17th century. In
several cases, descriptions and images bear a striking resemblance to certain types of dance we
know today. This may be because there is a cultural heritage linking certain period and modern
dance styles, or it may be because there is only so much the human body can do and therefore, by
a kind of pigeonhole principle, we are bound to create the same movements in different points in
time, a kind of convergent evolution of dance.
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In the rest of this paper, we will explore the elements of American Tribal Style R© Belly Dance
that have a counterpart within the SCA period, and use ATS R© as a context for interpreting period
evidence of dance. ATS R© is a group improvisational style of dance inspired by belly dance created
by Carolena Nericcio-Bohlman [5]. ATS R© can be described as a system of movements (steps),
cues, and formations that allow dancers to create improvisational choreography; that is, the steps
are known, but how they will be used together in any given performance is up to the dancers. The
steps and costuming are based on the style of the dances of North Africa, the Near East, and India,
but may have additional influences, such as Spanish Flamenco. Both the costuming and steps have
evolved over the years and will likely continue to do so in the future. We examine correlations of
historical dance in the Mediterranean and Near East, including evidence from Cadiz/Phoenicia,
Ancient Greece, and Mughal India, to ATS R© in four dimensions: posture, formation, movements
(including the use of objects), and costuming. This is not an attempt to assert that all elements
discussed herein appeared together in the same time and place.

Figure 2: Terracotta statuette of a dancing girl, 4th century BCE, Metropolitan Museum of Art
[6]
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Figure 3: A caryatid from the Erechtheion, standing in contrapposto, displayed at the British
Museum [7]

2 Posture

ATS R© employs a body posture that aides in isolations and conveys a strong presence. The feet
are close together, knees are softly bent, lower abdominal muscles are engaged, chest is lifted by
a contraction in the upper back, shoulders generally stacked over the hips, and arms are softly
bent with elbows lifted. The head is kept as stable as possible in most steps which lends itself to
balancing items such as baskets or swords.

This same posture is identified in a number of representations of Ancient Greek dancers. The
terracotta figure of a dancing woman in figure 1 has softly bent knees one can see through the fabric
of her chiton and arms are curved with lifted elbows; the right elbow is lifted toward the front plane
and the lift in the left elbow prevents the arm from appearing droopy. Her shoulders and hips are
stacked. The terracotta figure of a kalathiskos dancer in figure 2 again shows the slight bend in
the knee, lifted curved arms, and lifted chest. The arm positions are also familiar; the arm at the
hip is the same “resting position” used in ATS R© and the lifted arm is stylistically similar to one
used in spins. Her leg position may have the right foot slightly foward and on the ball, shown by
the right knee being more bent, which is one of four foot positions used in ATS R©. A similar leg
position also appears on karyatid supporters from the Erechtheion 3 [7].
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Figure 4: Rondo of Women Around a Lyre Player, polychrome terracotta of the Middle Minoan
III, 1600 B.C.E., Candia Archeological Museum[8]

3 Formations

ATS R© dancers perform in formations of duets, trios, or quartets, and additional dancers are ar-
ranged in a semi-circle behind the formation, called a chorus. Dancers often face the audience, but
may dance facing their partners, often creating a circle. A non-standard but frequently used when
the number of dancers is five or more formation, called a chevron in ATS R©, is quite similar to that
shown in figure 7.

Interestingly, the word chorus in English comes originally from the Greek word khoros meaning
a dance, a place for dancing, or a band of dancers and singers [9]. Circle dances or round-dances
are extremely common in both modern Greek dancing and Ancient Greek with roots going further
back to the Minoans, so we will provide only a few examples. Figure 4 shows three dancers in a
semi-circle around the chorus lead playing a lyre.

The following excerpts by Aristophanes from Frogs [10] and Thesmophoriazusae[11] respectively
allude to dancing in the round:

(Chorus) Onward! In the sacred round dance of the goddess, in the flower-bearing grove
sporting with all who partake in festival dear to the goddess I will go with the women
and girls where they dance all night for the goddess, to bring the sacred torch.

(Chorus) but since we want something fresh, we are going through the rhythmic steps
of the round dance for the first time.
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4 Movements

Some movements in ATS R© have been adapted directly from an ethnic dance that may have been
passed down in the original culture. For example, the resham-ka, waterpot, and sunanda rhythmic
movements were adapted from movements taught to Devyani Dance Company by an Indian dancer
named Sunanda. Resham-ka comes from the Hindi word meaning silk, and the movement mimics
flicking silk scarves. The waterpot is a turning movement that mimics holding a waterpot over
one’s head. The sunanda is a series of arm positions layered over a hip shimmy. The Ghawazee
shimmy is a bouncy hip shimmy movement that imitates the movements of the Ghawazee dancers
of Egypt. An issue is that the transmission of folk dances for entertainment frequently does not
include any written history, so evidence of cultural lineage can be difficult to find. At this time,
more research is needed to understand the origin of these particular steps. They are included here
to demonstrate some of the sources that influence ATS R© .

Other times, we do have reason to believe that movements are part of a cultural legacy. A
shimmy is the quintessential belly dance movement. It is frequently described as an exaggeration
of a woman’s natural walk. As we put weight onto a forward foot in order to lift the trailing foot,
the forward hip releases up as the lack of weight allows the trailing hip to drop. The characteristic
shimmy is created when the weight transfer and hip release is exaggerated and accelerated. Evidence
of the shimmy used in performance art dates back to 1st and 2nd centuries AD.[12]

The style of the dance itself appears to have been very similar to that of the present
day belly dancers of the Middle East; one ’Gaditana’ is said to ’so tremulously move
her thighs, so alluringly gyrate’; another description refers to ’Gaditanae’ ’wantonly
shaking without ceasing their lascivious loins in trained measure’. Finally it appears
that a trembling descent to the floor, a common feature of belly dancing, normally
known as the ’shimmy’, was also practiced by the ’Gaditanae’.

Many ATS R© movements are a variation of a shimmy paired with some movement of the feet
or arms. Dancers may perform levels with shimmies where they descend from standing towards
the floor. The similarities between these dancers and modern day belly dancers may be part of a
cultural legacy, as the dancers themselves were not originally from Cadiz (Andalucia/Spain), but
may have brought their dance with them from the East (Syria/Phoenicia).

This explains the reference to ’Gaditanae’ as ’that is to say ”perhaps you are hoping
that beautiful and delightful Syrian girls are going to dance” since Cadiz was founded
by Syrians and Africans (i.e. Carthaginians)’.

ATS R© draws from flamenco as well. [12] also briefly notes the similarities between modern
flamenco and the dances of the Gaditanae and that flamenco likely has an Eastern origin, but
suggests either the eighth century Arabic invasion or fifteenth century Romani migrations brought
flamenco dancing to Spain rather than “an unbroken cultural inheritance from the days of Phoeni-
cian settlement.”

Some movements may be thought of as convergent evolution; they may not have been passed
down within a cultural legacy, but the nature of female anatomy inspires the same movement
across time and space. One example is the mortar dance. [13] uses literary and linguistic evidence
to hypothesize that this dance form would have been characterized by a rotation of the hips and
the occasional strike or pounding.

The author of the Etymologicum Magnum (pp. 464, 49-52) explains igde as ‘a mortar,
in which we mix seasonings,’ and adds, ‘...there is also a form of dance, igdismata, in
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which they used to rotate the hips in a manner of a pestle.’ Suidas defines igde as ‘a
mortar,’ and igdisma as lygisma, that is ‘writhing, twisting.’ Hesychius explains igdis
as ‘mortar.’ In addition, he has an obscure gloss, igden:arsen, which has been emended
to igden:orchesin – ‘a dance.’ ... The noun igdisma goes back to a hypothetical *igdizo,
‘grind, pound,” which Boisacq (s.v. igdis) and Walde-Hoffmann (s.v. ico) connect with
Latin ico, ‘beat, strike.’ A mortar, of course, is a vessel in which something is ground,
or beaten, or both.

If we consider the movement of a pestle within a mortar for grinding, this could be circular on
a roughly level horizontal plane. Another way we can think of this is the location of the mortar
that the pestle grinds against, and an example from ATS R© would be the circle step. If the mortar
and pestle imagery is of primary importance, it is difficult to conceptualize writhing and twisting,
as this is not really a motion affiliated with a mortar. If hip twists were involved, these might
have presented as figure eight in the hips like the taxeem. Considering the movement of a pestle
within a mortar for beating, and as the sources quoted by [13] do not mention any other part of
the body, we may presume this movement is primarily isolated in the hips, so we can visualize the
hips performing the striking of the pestle. The corollary in ATS R© would be either a hip drop or a
hip bump and movements in the pivot bump family.

[14] describes circular movements that appear in either the upper or lower body.

a passage in the Metamorphoses of Apuleius (II, 117), in which the girl Fotis, stirring
a pot on the fire, and attracting a young man’s attention at the same time, sways her
shoulders and hips rhythmically...

Rather, the skilled dancer Melissa, with her lewd contortions, resembles a ladle ”stir-
ring” something in a pot. There may also be a double entendre in the word-some
metaphorical connotation of ”stirring up” the spectators with the wantonness of the
dancer’s movements.

Her dance is obviously not prude, and we can expect that hips and chest were likely to be involved.
A stirring motion in the hips may be similar again to the circle step, while a stirring motion with
the chest could look like a ribcage rotation or even a torso twist.

Another example is again figure 1. She appears to be on the balls of her feet with her right foot
slightly in front of her left and knees softly bent. The right hand is placed next to and slightly out
from the right hip. The left arm is raised with the hand either around shoulder or head height,
depending on the effect of the angle of the photo. Her gaze is down and to the right. This pose
bears a striking resemblance to the first position in both the camel walk and the one armed camel;
if her left arm is considered to be mostly stationary, then this resembles the one armed camel, while
if her arm is lifting upwards, it resembles the camel walk.

Figure 5 bears a strong resemblance to arm undulations in which one arm descends while the
other raises. The ascending arm is rotated in the shoulder joint allowing the motion to begin with
the elbow for that arm. The descending arm’s motion also begins with the elbow. This results
in the diagonal in the arms seen in the figure. Once the arms reach the bottom or top of their
trajectories, they change directions and the movement is repeated.

The dancer in figure 6 appears to be up on the balls of her feet with arms at shoulder height
and elbows lifted. It is not possible to tell if her arms are in close to her body or if they are slightly
more rounded. The foot position is the same as in an arabic step, and the arms are fairly similar
to the arms of arabic hip twist. The twist in the upper body also bears note. The chest and hips
are not pointed the same direction which occurs in ATS R© when traveling in a circle, as the feet
travel along the circle while the upper body opens, or when highlighting hip movements.
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Figure 5: Attic Black Figure Amphora Side B: Dancing Maenad, kinship with Exekias and the
Lysippides Painter, ca. 550-525 BCE, University of Pennsylvania [15]
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Figure 6: Attic Red-figure, presuming 5th-4th century Greek, purchased by Piceni people, Marche
National Archaeological Museum [16]
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5 Objects

Balancing objects is often layered over movements. Typical objects include sword and basket.
Pyrrhic dances in Ancient Greece were martial dances that included swords, but as of this moment
we lack evidence for the balancing of swords on dancers’ heads. The kalathiskos dancer in figure 2
shows an example of what balancing a basket may look like. Some sources call this a headdress, while
others imply that the dancers are balancing baskets. The word kalathos means basket. Speaking of
Artemis Karyatis, [17] describes those maidens dancing to honor her as carrying baskets on their
heads:

As Karyatis she rejoiced in the dances of the girls of the nut-tree village of Karyai,
those Karyatides who in their ecstatic round-dance carried on their heads baskets of
live reeds, as if they were dancing plants.

In other festivals devoted to deities, Greek girls are described as carrying baskets in their hands or
on their head.

The Panathenaia (Great and Annual) was the most important Athenian festival at
which young unmarried women carried the baskets...The kanephoroi – the adolescent
girl basket-bearers – are shown carrying them on their heads, or with them in their
hands.

Figure 7 shows a procession of dancers accompanying a kanephoros with a basket on her head.
This body of evidence supports the idea that dancers balanced baskets on their heads.

Figure 7: Group of dancers accompanying a canephorus, 3rd century BCE, Paris Museum of the
Louvre [18]

[12] draws another parallel between what we know modernly as belly dance, the use of small
instruments played in the hand as accompaniment to dancing.
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The dancers used a form of castanet, or crusmata, as part of their performance. Martial’s
Telethusa, as seen above, was said to be skilled in the use of Baetican castanets, and
Statius refers to the ’cymbals and tinkling music of Cadiz’. On another occasion Martial
tells us the material these castanets were made of when he speaks of ’Tartessic bronze’,
’Tartesiaca aera’.

Figure 8: Pair of Bronze Cymbals, 5th-4th century BCE Peloponnesian Greek, Met Museum[21]

Without claiming that these instruments are exactly the same as zils played by modern belly
dancers, we know that castanets are shell- or cup-like instruments with a pair held in the hand
and hit together to make rhythmic sound, usually made of wood, but if they were made of bronze,
as alluded to by Martial, they would be quite similar to zils. Ancient Greeks also had two similar
instruments. Kymbala were small cymbals, claimed by [19] to be between 5 to 18 cm diameter,
and it seems they were held in the hand and hit together. [20] claims

the smallest had a leather loop in their centre for a secure hold of the player’s thumb
and middle finger. The larger ones had the bronze rings in the centre (through which
the fingers could be inserted) connected with leather straps or chain.

There are existent cymbal pairs small enough to be played like zils. This pair at 3 7/8” diameter
in figure 8 are roughly the same size and shape as the brass Saroyan Al-Taj at 3 3/8” [21][22]. Like
modern zils, the sizes of kymbala seem quite variable, such as 3 1/2”, 3 11/16”, 4”, 4 3/4” [23][24]
[25] [26]
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Figure 9: Red Figure Kylix with Krotala Dancer, 510-500BCE Attic, British Museum[27]

While it seems uncontroversial that cymbals always appear in representations as accompanying
dancing, they are shown one in each hand, not a pair in the hand like zils. At best, we can say
that a modern belly dancer with good zil chops could likely have played these cymbals as she plays
her zils, but we cannot say for certain that Ancient Greek dancers did. However, the cousin of the
kymbala and another Greek idiophone, the krotala, was played in the hand, presumably much like
castanets, and is depicted played by dancers. See, for example, this red-figure kylix featuring a
dancing woman with krotala from the British Museum.

The primary defining characteristic of the krotala seems to be the striking, staccato sound it
makes, but the material isn’t always clear. [19] suggests distinctions between krotala, kymbala,
and krembala may have been ”flexible” and says the krotala had a wooden or ”wooden-metallic”
timbre. If it were metal and played in the hand, it might have sounded something like [28] . Taking
into account the supposed differences in hold of kymbala and krotala, we can hypothesize that
modern zil playing probably covers the ornamentation of both instruments; when played quickly
and rhythmically, zils probably are producing the kind of accompaniment accomplished by krotala
players, yet when struck and allowed to ring at key points in the music, zils are probably mimicking
kymbala. But that is not to say that kymbala could not have been played more rhythmically. We
are simply saying that if you play to the strengths of the instruments, you might decide to make
sharp clacking sounds with one and ringing sounds with the other, rather than use one instrument
to make both (as we are capable of doing with zils). “Song of Savarios” on The Hellenic Art of
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Music: Music of Greek Antiquity by Greek musicologist Petros Tabouris is a perfect example of
these different sounds - metallic clacking and occasional rings. These could easily be made by two
different instruments, or by a skilled player with cymbals played in the hand. What we can conclude,
then, is that these three hand-held idiophones - zils, krotala, and kymbala - share similarities, and
our use of zils while dancing movements with descriptions documentable to Ancient Greece may
not be as far-fetched as previously thought. At worst, it is a step away from “period practice.”

As a note, it can be easily argued that instruments played by dancers are in fact musical
accompaniment and that baskets should be considered costume items. I have organized them
together to emphasize the effect they have on dancing. That is, the weight of the zil causes the
dancer to move her hands differently than if she were not wearing them, even if the visual is
unaffected. Similarly, balancing a basket requires the dancer to be aware of her movements in a
different way than if she were not balancing it; she must be aware of how quickly she is turning
and the angle at which she is maintaining her head, for example. These items then directly affect
the movements of the dance, which is not necessarily true (but can be) for other objects used in
costuming.

6 Costuming

The base costuming for ATS R© is a choli, pantaloons, and skirt. The pantaloons serve the function
of modesty while spinning or in floor work, but do not tend to influence the cosmetic effect.
Adornments include jewelry such as rings, bracelets, necklaces, and earrings, and hair decorations
such as flowers and possibly hair wrapping. The choli and skirt have a direct period correlation to
Mughal India, where examples of everyday women in this attire exist such as in figure 10. Note
that the half moon of skin showing on the side under the arm strongly suggests that this choli is
open in the back. Another example again shows this half moon of skin in figure 11. This can be
created when a backless choli is secured to the body by two sets of ties in the back - one around
the ribcage and one across the top of the shoulders. ATS utilizes this kind of choli in part because
different contractions of the back muscles communicates information to followers as to which move
the leader is starting. Examples of dancers in this costume exist just slightly outside of period as
in figure 12. At least one example in period exists of dancers in layered skirts and trousers along
with their cholis as in figure 13. The description of the item notes that this combination is unique
within the Akbarnama. It’s possible that these are stiff skirts, like a ballerina’s tutu. Another
possibility is that the skirt shape is intended to convey motion. If you look closely at the dancer
on the left, she is wearing a scarf that indicates it may be up in the air, as though she has turned
quickly, and the strange skirts could be explained by lift obtained while spinning. An intermediate
ensemble in figure 14 shows a short sleeved shirt, trousers, and a knee length skirt. The skirt and
shirt may be joined to form a dress. It’s possible that the skirts in figure 13 are this length and
affected by movement. In all representations, we also see an assortment of necklaces, earrings, arm
bands, bracelets, and ankle bracelets.

It is likely that women have always adorned their hair with flowers. Evidence goes back, once
again, to Ancient Greece. Euripides writes in Hippolytos [29]:

For you, lady, I bring this plaited garland I have made, gathered from an inviolate
meadow... But, dear lady, take this coronal for your golden hair from a worshipful
hand.

[30] gives examples of Greek religious festivals where young female dancers pluck and carry flowers
or garlands. The lily flower is particularly important.
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Figure 10: Woman Applying Kohl, ca. 1590 Mughal, Harvard Art Museums/Arthur M. Sackler
Museum [31]
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Figure 11: Page from Tales of a Parrot (Tuti-nama): Twelfth night: The merchant?s daughter
meets the gardener, ca1560-1590 Mughal, Cleveland Museum of Art [32]
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Figure 12: Zenana scene with fireworks, 17th century Mughal, Freer and Sackler Galleries [33]
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Figure 13: Dancers of Baz Bahadur depicted in the Akbarnama, ca. 1586 - ca. 1589 Mughal, V&A
[34]

17



Figure 14: Tamarusa and Shapur at the Island Nigar, An illustration from the Darabnama, ca.1585-
1590, British Library, London [35]
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It is offered to the Great Goddess by her votaries, and the Goddess herself carries it or
wears it in her hair.

It seems likely that many other examples of floral adornment in women’s hair can be found.

7 Conclusion

This work has considered historical aspects of a modern dance style influenced by a number of
traditional dances from regions around the Mediterranean and Near East in terms of posture,
formations, movement, objects, and costuming. We also discussed challenges of researching perfor-
mance arts and attempted to use a variety of types of resources for uncovering information. The
goal has not been to examine one dance in depth, but rather to understand what ties may exist
from this modern style to its predecessors, as well as to attempt to interpret evidence of dance as
best we can. It is not an attempt to claim that ATS R© existed as a system within the SCA period,
but rather to highlight aspects of ATS R© that are present in a historical setting and to consider
ATS R© as an aggregation of influences.

The inclusion of aspects of dance from early period (Minoan through Imperial Rome) along with
aspects from late period (Mughal Empire) may seem incoherent, however, from the comparative
approach of dance over time, there is a point here that we wish to make. [12] notes the migration
from Phoenicia to Cadiz, and the connection between the movements of the Gaditanae in Spain
to the movements of dance styles appearing modernly in the Middle East. Another theory that is
outside the scope of this paper regards the migration of the Roma or Romani people out of India.
Purportedly, thousands of performers were sent from Northern India to the King of Persia around
the 5th century A.D. Others have looked at the effect of their migrations from India to Turkey,
the Balkans, France, Spain, and North Africa on the dance and music of these areas. A hypothesis
has even been formed regarding the skirts of the Ghawazee dancers in Egypt as evolving from the
sarees and skirts of their Indian ancestors. We note these theories without citations because it
is not our intent to prove any of these, but simply to elucidate the idea that multiple migrations
of performers around the Mediterranean region imply a potential connection between their dances
spanning centuries. It is our hope that these connections will continue to be examined to better
understand the history of dance in this region.
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