The Evolution of Fusion with Marguerite 

By Jennifer “Tehani” Sarreal



Every experience with Marguerite is magical.  From watching her walk on ladders of swords and feeling the wind of her whirling to listening to her tales and poetry on her experiences in Inner Mongolia and the Middle East, she always leaves you captivated.  


One afternoon, while reflecting on this performing anthropologist’s achievements in the realms of performance, culture and spirituality, I asked Marguerite (who I have affectionately come to know as “auntie”) what hasn’t been written about her?  What do people not know about her work?  What hasn’t she shared about her experiences?  I did not want to write something along the lines of thematic plagiarism.  Like every writer, I wanted to write about something unique – or at the very least, from a new perspective.  It was only minutes later, while sitting in the study over a cup of tea with Marguerite, I found myself feverishly taking notes (both on her words and a heavy list of research awaiting me) into a fascinating world that existed, to my surprise, not long ago…


In our belly dance community today, the words “tribal” and “fusion” are ubiquitous.  With new styles, costumes, movements and events, it is hard to believe that from a single form of traditional dance emerges the myriad of creations we currently find ourselves immersed in every time we set foot onto festivals, speak with other dancers and train with new teachers.  As I was introduced to this exciting time when all this synergy was first being experimented with in our dance community, I was simultaneously given a glimpse of the story we seldom hear about in the dance world: when the professional was an amateur – when the belly dancer first met her hips.  

1960 – Belly Dance Goes Mainstream

From the 1960’s to the 1970’s, belly dancing became an entirely new entity in the world of performance art.  Up until then, belly dancing was always a sideshow or just an opening act.  In the 19th century, belly dancing was a form of entertainment that complemented an array of other performers alongside jugglers, singers, contortionists, acrobats and musicians.  As it emerged on the dance scene as a form that could stand on its own, its branches of the dance grew, as well as its popularity.  Fusion, at this point, was in its very beginnings in the belly dance world.  The Perfumes of Araby (which is still active today), first under the direction of Diane Webber then Anaheed, began doing fusion in the 1960’s.  This was one of the first groups, if not the very first group to experiment with belly dance fusion in Southern California.  
1970 – Folk Dance and Belly Dance 

The 1970’s marked the beginning of Marguerite’s dancing career.  In 1975 she took her first folk dance classes (with Balkan and Turkish rhythms) at Veselo Selo Folk Arts Center in Anaheim.  Many folk dance coffee houses in the 70’s offered classes in various forms of ethnic dance.  Yet despite their popularity, they vanished by the 1980’s.  Today Veselo Selo, which means “happy village,” has relocated to Fullerton since their closing in Anaheim.  

As we can deduce from her extensive repertoire of movement today, Marguerite’s training did not end there.  She began to take line and social dance (including Greek and Turkish improvisation) and studied on and off with various teachers including Bora Ozkok, whom, much like Marguerite now, was a very versatile teacher, to say the least.  Bora Ozkok is a world-renowned teacher of Turkish arts and culture.  Native to Turkey, he is a dancer, musician, architect, and swimmer who represented his country in the 1960 Olympic games in Rome.  In 1976, Ozkok was involved in the production of FOTEM (the Folk Training and Education Center of Istanbul) that toured the U.S. despite the anti-Turkish sentiments they constantly encountered along the way.  Marguerite’s teachers, she states, “…for the most part, were from the source” – meaning they either trained at or were native to the country of their arts’ origin.  


The 1970’s was a time when artists were doing Turkish 9/8 styling on the East coast.  Artemis Mourat, a dancer and prolific writer (from the East), did Turkish 9/8 styling.  Today, Alexandra King and Judeen (who are both in California) do Turkish 9/8 styling though it was not prevalent on the West coast in the 1970’s.   

In the late 1970’s Marguerite studied with Fahtiem and Feiruz Aram.  Fahtiem, another world-renowned teacher and performer is one of the world’s most illustrious belly dancers today.  Feiruz Aram, a performer who began her professional career in the 1960’s, was a pioneer in the world of Middle Eastern dance as she commenced the first for-credit Middle Eastern dance class at the community college level, founded a union for the protection of Southern Californian dancers (which now has over one thousand members), and in 1973 produced the first convention for Middle Eastern dancers.  Both Fahtiem and Feiruz Aram studied with Ibrahim “Bobby” Farrah (1939-1998) who was a master of Oriental Dance.  Farrah was the first Middle Eastern dancer to be awarded the Ruth St. Denis Choreographer Award in 1981 and was the founder/publisher of Arabesque Magazine – a magazine dedicated to international dance.  

For belly dancing in the United States, the 1970’s and 1980’s manifested a period when people were very critical of unorthodox styles of dancing.  Innovators were not recognized in Southern California, and were more successful in San Francisco and New York.  It was in the 70’s and 80’s that folkloric fusion was slowly morphing into American Tribal Style (ATS) in the San Francisco area.  There were very few belly dancers in Southern California and even less support for new emerging styles of dance. And though Marguerite was often told that her style of dance was “NOT belly dancing!” she took her first steps in her dancing career performing to a violin and accordion from the band Rados (pronounced “rah-johs”) with her ex-husband outside on street corners in Claremont for lunch and spare change.  Along with dancing, she played percussion and sang folk songs.  The singing and costuming was anything but the “standard” for belly dance in Southern California in the late 70’s because of its heavy influence from Gypsy styling (which composed of Folk, Balkan, Turkish and Afghan styles).  Marguerite did her own blend of folkloric inspired belly dancing and was the only one using that unique synergy.

1980 – Big Changes in Middle Eastern Dance

With the transition from the 70’s to the 80’s came a transition in both aesthetic and stylistic appeal in Middle Eastern dance.  Though the West coast was once absorbed in Turkish folk dancing and belly dancing as a seamless team, the style dramatically shifted to Egyptian styling, which still dominates as the most frequently studied and performed style of Oriental Dance today.


With the dawn of a new decade, Marguerite’s activity in the dance world began to flourish.  She began to study with more teachers, including Dahlena (from the East coast) who was a major dance professional who regularly traveled to Egypt and brought the East coast style to the West.  In 1981, Marguerite toured Egypt with her ex-husband and lived in Israel for a year where she found work regularly dancing at a nightclub.  Shortly after, Marguerite’s artistic endeavors with the Niri Senti were born in 1983 when she invited a group to be onstage with her at the San Marcos Renaissance Faire.  From then on, they began doing a form of tribal performances (much different from today’s ATS) together which exhibited elements of cabaret, theater, folklore, live animals (particularly snakes), Asian magic (influenced by Japanese, East Indian and Chinese cultures), and of course, dance.  Katlyn, a member of the group, brought in the magical ingredients of their shows from her research at the Magic Castle on Asian street magic and ceremonial performance.  It was Katlyn who first introduced Marguerite to her signature ladder of swords.  The Niri Senti, with members Katlyn, Marguerite, Miranda and Lilla performed at Renaissance Fairs throughout California and formed a theater company called Aftermath.  Aftermath’s show, “Trial by Fire” involved a creation myth storyteller and female heroine who Marguerite humorously described as “Xena does magic”.  


 Marguerite, still with the Niri Senti, worked with June Jones and the Beledi Dancers (three members of the Niri Senti also concurrently performed with this company) after studying with Tonya, who is one-half of the “Tonya and Atlantis” mother-and-daughter duo that now produce the annual Belly Dancer of the Universe competitions in Long Beach.  In 1984, Marguerite joined the Beledi Dancers in the Arab-American Association’s salute to the Olympic games in Los Angeles.  


The 1980’s demonstrated a huge resistance to Turkish music on the West coast.  As a result of the Armenian genocide and the large Armenian community, the boycott of Turkish music reached its zenith in Los Angeles.  Magic Lamp, Mount Eva and other popular Armenian venues would not play Turkish music – especially live.  Some Armenian music was even deemed “too Turkish,” and Armenian musicians were fired for playing it.  Though this boycott began over 20 years ago, it is still felt today at many nightclubs and other dance venues, illustrating how while art can transcend boundaries and differences, it also reflects life; the two cannot be separated.  


Marguerite danced at Little Armenia that became the Magic Lamp, Mister C’s and Marrakesh (which she worked on and off for ten years into the early 1990’s).  She jokes about her long career at Marrakesh, “I worked there for so long, I thought they were going to stuff me and put me out front!”

Late 1980’s & 1990’s – Tribaret & ATS

The late 1980’s gave rise to new forms of fusion and creativity including: “tribaret,” a fusion of tribal and cabaret; and American Tribal Style (ATS) belly dance, which continues to evolve every day.  American Tribal Style is arguably the biggest craze in belly dance today.  With its standardized blend of synergy and fusion, it has become the basis for dancers to create even more innovative movements and styles.  ATS has been attributed by many to the work in folkloric fusion by John Compton and Jamila Salimpour and largely by Carolena Nericcio, the director of Fat Chance Belly Dance in San Francisco.  

With the genesis of American Tribal Style, for the first time, came a shift in performance focus in the belly dance world.  Performers were no longer overly concerned about the audience, as they were engaged with the movements of their fellow “tribe” members.  Tribal’s innate flow from audience focus to tribe focus has produced a very different spectator experience: completely juxtaposing that of the traditional audience-performer relationship.  Watching American Tribal Style takes the audience away from feeling like the performer is only performing for them, but rather witnessing the connection and sense of community the dancers create together.  The controversy of tribal with more orthodox performers and spectators is that the audience feels forgotten.  Many tribal performers will disagree and say it gives the audience a new perspective on performance and brings the dancers back to each other – diffusing much of the individualism that has become a primary characteristic of dance.   

Belly dancing has seen significant changes from the 1970’s to the 1990’s.  These big changes included more Egyptian influence, American Tribal Style as a standardized form of belly dancing and more Roma rhythms (of the folk rhythms: Roma 9/8, Greek 9/8, Belly Cabaret 9/8, Turkish 9/8).  Roma rhythms survived on the East coast over the past three decades, while they died out in the West.  

In 1988, Marguerite took her first trip to Mongolia, where she conducted fieldwork in Anthropology, dance and spirituality.  There she collected music from Mongolia and China for the Niri Senti (she performed with the Niri Senti until 1995).  In 1995, Marguerite received her MA in Visual Anthropology with a focus on folklore, mythology, folk medicine and psychotechnology (she received her bachelor’s degree in Fine Art).  The following year, she became a member of the Magic Castle, furthering her assets and resources for more innovation and creativity.  

Today – Fusion is Here to Stay 


Today, Marguerite continues to take her artistry to a new level.  From numerous presentations and demonstrations on dance and culture, to participating in festivals and events across the country and abroad, she is constantly intriguing audiences and fellow performers alike.  In 2000, she conducted a seminar on healing, dance and Inner Mongolian Shamanism for Shahrazad's School of Dance in Cologne, Germany.  She was also in the first EEMED (Evening of Experimental Middle Eastern Dance) shows in 2000 and 2001, where she did “Dream of Tara” a fusion piece with her husband incorporating elements of magic and Asian symbolism.  In 2006, she began sponsoring Sacred Source Origin Series, a series of seminars focusing on women’s spiritual practices involving movement and continues to be an advocate of not only performance art, but the understanding of their cultures of origin as well.  

Although Middle Eastern dance has undergone constant metamorphosis over the past 30 to 40 years, the genre continues to transform every day.  Today we see more imagination put on stage than ever before, and feel the refreshing expansion of the dance that gives current pioneers in the world of fusion the confidence to experiment in the footsteps of those who have paved the way for belly dancing today.  


As a fusion dancer with formal training in various world dance forms including Polynesian, Latin, West African, Filipino and Middle Eastern dance; it is reassuring that while there is much resistance to blending and experimenting in other dance communities, belly dance has been an outlet to freely create (with all my training) without judgment, and for the first time, a source of support.  The unique aspect of the evolving nature of Middle Eastern dance today has been its ability to not only transcend body types, aesthetics, skin colors, languages and styles, but also the barriers created by cultural affiliation.  The Middle Eastern dance community has embraced other cultures and styles as its own, sending a message of solidarity as human beings to the rest of the world – that in of itself is a beauty only true understanding and acceptance between people can make.  If we are not willing to embrace each other’s art forms, we will never rise above the fictitious boundaries that nothing but our own ignorance has created.  


This beauty of breaking barriers and bonding of peoples through dance that we see today would not be possible without the pioneers who have come before us.  Even more beautiful is that the nature of true art is change, creativity and growth; and as long as we strive to grow, connect and accept each other’s forms of expression, we can be assured that fusion will always be here to stay.  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

*Marguerite would like to personally invite people to send in what they remember from these changing times in belly dance and to start dialogue about their experiences.  

