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When folklore graduate student Jeana Jorgensen moved to Bloomington  

from Berkeley, California, she thought she’d be the only belly dancer in town. 
 

“I was terrified that I would come here and have to build  

the scene from scratch,” she recalls. 
 

Little did Jorgensen know that Bloomington has one of the most vibrant belly 

dance communities in the Midwest. There are more than a dozen teachers and 

hundreds of students who regularly drape themselves in scarves and veils and ac-

cess their inner goddess through the marriage of music and movement. 

They range in age from 5 to over 80, and include women of all shapes, sizes, 

and professions. Doctors, lawyers, and politicians twist their hips and undulate 

their arms alongside massage therapists, gas station attendants, and Wiccan 

priestesses. Decked in billowy skirts, glittering jewels, multi-tiered hair ornaments, 

and some very intense makeup, they form a startling portrait of feminine beauty 

characterized as much by power as by grace.

A vibrant community exists here, unmatched in mid-america.

   

By Elisabeth Andrews
Photography by Adam Reynolds

A sample from B-town’s sparkling cast of teachers/performers:  
(left to right) Jeana Jorgensen, Bridget Ralston, and Margaret Lion. 
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Their performances permeate the life of the 
town: You can find belly dancers at the Fourth 
Street Festival and the Farmers’ Market; at 
roller derby bouts and at Casablanca Cafe; at 
weddings, birthday parties, and fundraisers; and 
headlining in the annual Bloomington Belly 
Dances event. 

Every day of the week, they are gathering to 
study their craft: at dance studios like Windfall 
Dancers, Panache School of Ballroom and 
Social Dance, and Arthur Murray Dance Stu-
dio; in recreational facilities of the city’s Parks 
and Recreation Department and the Monroe 
County YMCA; through adult education efforts 
of the People’s University and the Bloomington 
Area Arts Council; and in rooms of schools and 
private homes. 

In short, “You can’t swing a cat in Bloom-
ington without hitting a belly dancer,” observes 
belly dance teacher and henna artist Heather 
Pund, a member of the Dark Side Tribal dance 
troupe.  

The benefts of belly dance

Why is our town so thick with dancing 
bellies? According to its proponents, there is 
nothing like this dance form to provide artistic 
expression, camaraderie, physical fitness, posi-
tive self-image, and even spiritual fulfillment.  

These claims may sound bold for a practice 
known for its gentle impact on the body, but 
teachers insist they are not exaggerating belly 
dancing’s benefits.  

“I have a very deep belief that belly dance 
is transformative,” says Lois Silverman, a belly 
dance teacher, social worker, and museum 
consultant. “As a teacher, you see the personal 
development and social development that belly 
dance provides, ranging from an accepting body 
image to hanging out with a really cool group of 
women to becoming more assertive.” 

Adds belly dance teacher Ann Shaffer, also 
of Dark Side Tribal, “I’ve never met a woman 
whose relationship to her body was not radically 
changed by belly dancing.”

What makes belly dancing so physi-
cally pleasurable, they explain, is that unlike 
some other forms of dance it doesn’t rely on 
contortion. There are no turned-out feet or toe 
shoes, no requirements of extreme flexibility 
or strength, and, perhaps most importantly, no 
expectations in terms of body shape.  

“It’s friendly to all types of bodies,” says 
Donna Barbrick Carlton, a longtime belly 
dance instructor who literally wrote the book 
(Looking for Little Egypt, International Dance 
Discovery Books) on the 
history of belly dance, 
which is used in classes 
across the country.

Cathleen Ingle 
Weber, a commu-
nity health educator at 
Bloomington Hospital 
and one of Silverman’s 
students, says that belly 
dancing has given her 
new appreciation for 
her womanly shape. 

“My weight continues to 
climb up and down over the years, but I think of 
it differently these days,” she says. “My struggle 
will continue, but my belly will continue to 
dance!”

Many belly dancers say the movements 
come so naturally that they quickly become a 
vocabulary for self-expression. “It’s a way to say 
things through bodily movement that aren’t 

covered in words,” says Eliza Steelwater, a writer 
and historic-preservation consultant. Carlton 
says that facilitating communication through 
belly dance is one of her main goals as a teacher. 

“I try to create an atmosphere where women 
can feel free to express themselves,” she says, 
describing the dance form as “an exploration.”

It’s about the music

Equally important to Carlton is helping 
her students draw a connection between 
movement and music. “Belly dance is meant 
to interpret the music,” she says. The dancer’s 
movements—some staccato and percussive, 

others flowing and smooth—
serve to emphasize the quali-
ties of the music to which 
they are performed. 

Traditional belly dance 
music comes from the 
Middle East in areas like 
Egypt and Lebanon. Drums, 
harps, flutes, horns, and 
string instruments combine 
to form a sound that Carlton 
calls “enchanting.”

“It’s just beautiful music, 
and very fun to dance to,” 

she says. “It can be upbeat and energetic, 
bursting forth. Or it can be almost mournful 
and longing.” 

‘ You can’t swing  
a cat in Bloomington 

without hitting a  
belly dancer.’

(above) Heather Pund casts a spell. 
 

(right) Tribalistas front to back: Mollie Ables, 
Bridget Ralston, and Darja Malcolm-Clarke. 

(above) Teacher 
Jeana Jorgensen 

delights in self-
expression.

(right) Members of 
Dark Side Tribal’s 

student group, the 
Tribalistas, rehearse 

a routine. 

‘ I’ve never met a 
woman whose  

relationship to her 
body was not radically 

changed by belly 
dancing.’
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For many belly dancers, 
however, part of the fun is 
branching out into nontra-
ditional soundtracks. 

“I dance to the music of 
my people,” says Margaret 
Lion, webmaster of the IU 
kinesiology department, 
belly dance teacher, and 
founder of the Different 
Drummer dance troupe. That music is Ameri-
can and she enjoys incorporating rock ’n roll, 
alternative, hip-hop, and heavy metal into her 
performances. 

College student Emma Loveland, who 
started taking classes with Silverman at age 13, 
says there’s no limit to what qualifies as belly 
dance music. “If I’m out with friends at some 
crazy punk show and I feel like belly dancing, 
I’ll do it,” she says.

Silverman, meanwhile, has settled on Jewish 
traditional rhythms. Whether klezmer or the 
Judeo-Spanish form Ladino, she finds herself 
compelled to dance to “music that has some 
Jewish connection.” Doing so helps her feel 
connected to both her own roots and those of 
belly dancers everywhere. 

“The history of belly 
dance, according to 
some, goes back as far 
as biblical times,” she 
explains. “Some of the 
most fascinating articles 
I’ve read about belly 
dance contain excerpts 
from the Bible, like 
Miriam with the timbrel. 

It’s a dance form that goes back to the matri-
archs.”

With these ancient forerunners in mind, 
Silverman feels “connected to time and space” 
when she belly dances. For her, the experience 
is “very special, very fulfilling, very spiritual.”

Erotic or not?

These self-confident, expressive, spiritually 
fulfilled women do have one gripe about their 
craft: It is often mischaracterized as an erotic 
performance akin to striptease.

“The idea that belly dance is sexual is a mis-
conception,” says Jorgensen. “It’s not automati-
cally provocative.”

Shaffer acknowledges that “sexiness is a by-
product” of portraying poise, skill, and strength, 
but seduction is not the dancer’s objective. “It’s 
fine with me if someone is really into what 
we’re doing, but it’s not my goal to get them 
aroused. It’s my goal to get them engaged,” she 
says.

Steelwater, who says she’s old enough to 
remember “some pretty heavy-duty sexism,” 
enjoys this opportunity to boldly demonstrate 
her magnificence. Growing up, she recalls, “I 
was told that if I exposed my beauty at all I de-
served everything I got.” Feeling both attractive 
and in control as a belly dancer is delightfully 

“transgressive,” she says.
For all this high-minded cultural critique, 

there is also a very basic appeal that belly dance 
holds for many women: the eternal allure of 
dress-up. It can take up to two or three hours to 
get fully into costume and apply makeup, but 
dancers say it’s one of their favorite things about 
performing—it brings out the little girl in them. 

“At it’s heart, it’s just fun,” says Pund, sum-
ming up the sentiments of hundreds of Bloom-
ington women. “Belly dance is something I just 
really enjoy doing.” *

‘ My struggle [with 
weight] will continue, 

but my belly will  
continue to dance!’  Dining			    ut 

by Christine Barbour

Anatolia
Mediterranean/Turkish 

405 E. 4th St. • 334-2991

restaurantanatolia.com

Bright and spacious, this comfortable restaurant has 

excellent meze-style appetizers (you can make a meal 

of them) as well as kebabs and pide (best described as 

open-faced sandwich boats, or Turkish pizzas). Lots of 

vegetarian options. Try the incredible tarator, a chopped-

walnut yogurt spread, on freshly baked bread. Regular 

tables as well as traditional Turkish seating. • Prices: 

Lunch appetizers $2.75-6.95, entrées $6.95-11.95, 

dinner appetizers $3.50-7.95, entrées $8.95-13.95 • 

Hours: Daily 11 am-10 pm • Bar: No • Credit Cards: 

Visa, MC • Outdoor Seating: Yes

Anyetsang’s Little Tibet
Tibetan/Thai/Indian 

415 E. 4th St. • 331-0122

This cozy restaurant occupies a bungalow on 4th Street 

restaurant row. Little Tibet serves house specialties of 

momo dumplings and curries from Thailand and India, 

as well as noodle dishes and vegetarian choices. • 

Prices: Lunch entrées $5.95, dinner appetizers $4.95, 

entrées $8.95-9.95, desserts $2-3 • Hours: Daily 11 

am-10 pm. Closed Tu • Bar: No • Credit Cards: Visa, 

MC, AMEX, Disc. • Outdoor Seating: Yes

Ashenda Abash Restaurant
Ethiopian 

420 E. 4th St. • 333-5522

Craving authentic Ethiopian flavor? Head right over to 

Puccini’s La Dolce Vita. Owner Ashenda Hagos has 

divided her space, reopening her popular Bloomington 

Ethiopian restaurant in one half of Puccini’s. Start with 

some piquant, buttery kategna and get the combina-

tion dinners, scooping up the spicy and complex stews 

on the slightly sour, spongy injera bread. Good stuff! • 

Prices: Appetizers $4-6.50, entrées $9-14 • Hours: 

Sun-Th 5-10 pm Fri and Sat 5-11 pm • Bar: Full • 

For a complete guide to dining in Bloomington, visit our website at magbloom.com

Credit Cards: Visa, MC, AMEX, DC • Outside Seat-

ing: Yes

The Bakehouse
Bakery/Delicatessen 

125 N. College • 331-6029

3002 E. 3rd St. • 323-7070

scholarsinn.com/btownbakehouse

Owned by the proprietors of the Scholars Inn, both 

branches of the Bakehouse offer a selection of New 

York-style deli sandwiches, kettle-boiled bagels, and 

desserts made from scratch, as well as all of their  

firstrate locally baked breads. A bowl of homemade 

soup followed by the Harvest Cobbler makes a 

generous lunch. Coffee drinks are discounted $1 

during Happy Hour from 4-6 pm. • Prices: Entrées 

$4-8, desserts $3-7 • Hours: Daily 6:30 am-9 pm • 

Bar: Beer & wine at the downtown location • Credit 

Cards: Visa, MC, AMEX • Outdoor Seating: Yes

Bella Cucina
Sandwiches/Salads 

506 W. 4th St. • 339-1676

At Bella Cucina, Victoria Colongione offers soups, 

salads, and desserts, but sandwiches are the main at-

traction. Bestsellers include the classic Reuben and the 

chicken salad sandwich, lasagna, and matzo ball soup. 

Carryout and delivery are available. • Prices: Most 

sandwiches about $6.25, desserts $3 • Hours: Mon-Fri 

11 am-3 pm. Closed Sat and Sun • Bar: No • Credit 

Cards: Visa, MC, AMEX • Outdoor Seating: Yes

Bloomingfoods Market and Deli
Local/Organic/Fresh – BIRA Member 

3220 E. 3rd St. • 336-5400

316 W. 6th St. • 333-7312

419 E. Kirkwood • 336-5300

bloomingfoods.coop

The cafés at these member-owned organic groceries 

feature hot dishes, a salad bar, and eclectic deli and 

dessert selections. Local ingredients are emphasized, 

and vegan and vegetarian choices abound. • Prices: 

Salad/hot bar $6.99/lb, entrées $5-15, desserts $1 and 

up • Hours: Mon-Sat 8 am-6 pm Sun brunch 10 am-2 

pm • Bar: No • Credit Cards: Visa, MC, AMEX, Disc. • 

Outdoor Seating: No/Yes/Yes


