Sinoe childhood | have been
exposed to the Arabic culture. |
lived and breathed its music, voices,
reminiscences and dances. Since
then, | have walked away and returned,
responded and retreated, moving back
and forth into this culture and away
from it to the point where | learnt how
to blend within me the Orient and the
West and how to combine into the body
and the soul what | learnt with what |
had already known. The amalgamation
has generated an entire dance show,
comprised of three works of art. The
performance was created for a dance
troupe established particularly for this
project: “Portal Company: Between
the Worlds of Dance". In this article |
chose to relate and to recall, together
with you, the path | went through and
the major stations | visited on the way
to creating the show and establishing
the dance company.

| grew up in a neighborhood whose
entire residents were of North-African
origin. | experienced the place as if it
were a Moroccan village where time
had stopped, surrounded by simple
people, family people living according
to the customs and culture they had
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brought with them from the remote
Atlas Mountains.

My love for dance and music | absorbed
there, at my parents’ home. | remember
the Haflas (traditional Moroccan festive
meals) my father held at home. He
was a music- lover and though he
led a simple and modest life he never
relinquished qualitative music. My
childhood memories are accompanied
by the sounds of musician bands my
father invited to the festivities he held.
They played traditional Moroccan
music and classical Egyptian music,
obviously with special emphasis on the
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songs of Umm Kulthum. Sometimes, |
would join my father and sing duets in
Arabic, in a question-answer form, or
watch the women dance. This is how |
grew up, in an environment abounding
in contradictions between life laden
with daily hardships and rising of the
soul when listening to the sounds of
the Arabic Music.

In my youth | decided to leave this
cultural world behind me. | left “the
village" and moved alone to the big city
to study at the Jerusalem Academy of
Music and Dance. While | was being
trained as a classical ballet and modern

Contempora
Belly Dancin

dancer, the Arabic music was replaced
by classical Western music.

Having completed my high school
studies at the Jerusalem Academy
of Music and Dance | joined the Kol
Demama (Voice Silence) Company
(1997-1990), directed by the
choreographer Moshe Efrati. Efrati,
a creator of Sepharadi origin (Jew
of Spanish origin), created works
combined of classical ballet and
modern dancing, using Spanish music
in some of his works. Already at that
time | felt a strong connection to the
oriental musical motifs and | connected
well to the intensity and sensuality in
the special movement of his works. At
the end of three years | joined the Bat
Sheva Ensemble, directed by Ohad
Naharin (1990-1992).

My connection to the world of
improvisation and contact began when
the choreographer Aryeh Burshtein
came to work with the Bat Sheva
Ensemble and selected me for the
solo work he created. Following the
work with Burshtein | decided to take

Orly Portal

a courageous step; | left the Bat Sheva
Ensemble and stopped practicing
classical and modern technique in
favor of investigating natural movement
and intuitive flow stemming from being
attentive to what occurs to the body
from within. | was unable to take apart
what | was dancing or fully understand
the movements, but | could sense the
internal gushing out of intensive and
satisfying intuitive movement, in levels |
could not feel before. My soul went free,
sometime in a beastly wildness and
sometimeswithtendernessandpleasure
as even with an accuracy experience
similar to the one characterizing war
arts and ancient movement.

The shift was very challenging. From
a very demanding daily work at a
troupe — The Bat Sheva Ensemble
and KolDemama - following five
consecutive years of performances,
enhancing the physical fitness and
strengthening the muscles, | moved to
a frameless framework. | was afraid to
lose the technique | had built along the
years, | feared to give up the classical
physical knowledge | had acquired,
| feared the unknown. Thus | had to
create for myself a different working
framework of daily practice and | built
a set of exercises to support the dance

and maintain the body. My body began
changing, its muscles softened and its
shape modified. For three intriguing
years | moved along Arie, learning
from him and together with him.
Once a month we staged, together,
contact-improvisation  performances
at Suzanne Dellal Center. This is how |
studied the art of improvisation on the
sate at its full intensity.

Upon the end of the third year of our
common mutual work we went together
to an improvisation get-together in
Toscana, ltaly. With additional twenty
other movement-lovers we explored
improvisation in movement at the
studio and the city alleys. Of all places
it was there, at Roccatederighi Village,
that my strong passion emerged
within me to dance and investigate
belly-dancing. While everybody was
improvising in the streets | found
myself secluded in the studio, putting
on classical Arabic music and dancing
lying down, shaking the water in my
body and particularly the water in my
pelvis. Thus | understood | had a great
passion in me to explore belly-dancing.
| felt that | returned home.

On the way back home | told Arie that |
had a vision of combining between the
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two worlds of dance: contemporary
western dance and oriental dance. His
reply was most significant for me, “Orly,
if there is anyone who can combine
between these worlds — it is you".

This is what Aryeh said and | went off
equipped with knowledge and many
experiences of intuitive movement. As
of that moment | have stopped any
other movement activity and devoted
myself to the world of belly-dancing.
My days were filled with self-practice,
ceaseless study and exploration. |
investigated the movement options
at the pelvis joints, the connection
between movement and breathing
and the body weight and the pelvis. It
turned out that materializing the option
of putting the entire body weight on
the floor is not that simple at all. Each
organ has its story. At first | lay down on
the floor for hour, allowing the weight of
the hands, shoulders, head and pelvis
rest on it. Then | began searching
the quality of endless relaxation
during movement. Gradually series of
exercises and positions were formed
and developed, implemented on the
floor, while sitting or lying on the back.
A series of repetitive movements, of a
cyclic nature, was created, increasingly
becoming smaller and more accurate
with practice.

| began investigating and discovering
the body water quality. In the course
of practice, the body began being
experienced as a large water container.
Water is considered an emotional
element: it is flowing, permeating,
sweeping away, deep, adaptable,
flooding and changing. Relaxation,
the water’'s deep permeation into the
floor and the ground, as well as the
water’s fluctuation during movement
led me to deep physical and emotional
experiences which evoked repressed
memories and ancient emotions. The
emotional dismantling and the flooding
| experienced during this period led to

65| 2011 INI2' | 19 'OD |19 | 'wDY 91NN

my coming to terms with myself and
my body and ultimately to a great
joy — to big moments of happiness
from experiencing movement and full
presence in the body.

After two years of introversion and
a delightful exploration | met the
father of my son; | became pregnant
and continued that same movement
exploration in a new and daily varying
condition. Practice in the course of the
pregnancy was a fascinating, deep
and meditative process. | realized that
the womb contains in it a vivid and
varying treasure and | experienced the
creative potential laying within our, the
women’s, pelvis.

My movement practice was affected
and varied following the physical
changes | had experienced and the
insights | had acquired. | understood
that the movement had to support and
protect the abdomen and lower back
area. These insights accompany me to
date in and outside dancing: the ability
to connect to creativity and fullness via
the pelvis; the feeling that the belly is
round and multi-dimensional (and not

flat) and the need to keep it soft and
protected.

| also learnt to be mother to my son
and to contain his feelings. | had to
learn how to combine my practice in
my new life — all that forced me to be
more concentrated during practice and
the lessons | took. Motherhood has
been, and still is a significant stage in
my life. The internal change | underwent
affected significantly the manner of my
work and the way | related to my body.

The experience that commenced on
the most intimate lever, on the carpet
in my living room, sought to emerge.
| began performing and exposing
what | had discovered about myself
and belly-dancing. | performed solo
parts “From the Belly" | created for the
Gevanim Bemakhol Festival, (1997),
and Acco Festival (1996), together
with some senior musicians in Israel.
| also performed in Israel Festival
with the distinguished musician Omar
Faruk and “Bustan Avraham" band.
These experiences, the encounter
with  talented musicians, creating
choreographies and improvisation on
live shows were a big and exciting

achievement. The entire culture |
had absorbed and the movement
experiences | investigated received
a different, accurate expression. The
work with these rare musicians allowed
me to demonstrate virtuosity on the
stage and feel as if my body were a
musical instrument.

Along with  these empowering
experiences, | had some confusing
and uncomfortable experiences at
a few private events performances.
These experiences evoked in me
repulsion and resistance to belly-dance
and there were times | felt despicable
and impure after a performance. At
that time | felt that the viewers were
demanding and they expected me as a
belly-dancer to grant them satisfaction
and entertainment. | did not always
connect to the message conveyed by
a belly-dancer, who dances in order
to please the audience, both men and
women, who desires to be the best,
sexier than all her friends and desired
by all men. These performances, which
have been held on a non-professional

stage where there is no clear line
between the dancer and the audience,
were harsh experiences. | felt as if |
were confined in sweet sticky honey in
front of the viewers’ desiring eyes.

These experiences evoked many
questions  regarding the essence
of my being a belly dancer. | asked
myself whether | was in the right field.
Coping was not simple since | was
attracted to the dance itself and the
vibration in my body. However, | did not
connect to what came along with the
performance before an audience. | did
not connect to the provoking costumes
and the physical exposure common in
this area. | felt a big gap between the
empowering experience | had through
the intimate movement of belly-dance
and the sense of humiliation | felt after
performances of this sort. | wanted to
bring to the audience the physical and
emotional depth | experience while
dancing, however | felt that | did not
always know how to protect myself
against the exigent audience. The
concept according to which a belly-

dancer should please the audience
observing her confronted me with a
painful situation rooted in our society
on a much wider level — women are
required to please men and satiate their
caprices.

Confused and puzzled in view of the
conflictthat evoked withinmelcontinued
learning and exploring, deepening
the movement and understanding its
physical and emotional, feminine and
sensual source. | hardly performed
as a belly-dancer, and when | gave
a performance on a stage, far away
from the audience’s desiring eyes. The
more | deepened my investigation and
understanding of what was occurring
within - my body, the confusion and
embarrassment  blurred il they
disappeared. Furthermore, the moment
| could see myselfas part ofthese women
to whom social conditions caused
pain and | began feeling compassion
towards them and identifying with them,
| was able to break the frameworks and
become a free, sensual and rooted
person related to culture and depths
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that are not dependant on social
commands. Thus | could embark on my
way in the area of Oriental Dance, with
deep understanding of the women’s
oppression roots in society. Then the
true celebration began. | set out on
my way in the belly-dance world and
found wonderful women dancing like
Goddesses, who became my voyage
companions. | gave lessons in big
festivals in the country that exposed me
as a dancer raising the consciousness
to my work as a teacher and | became
an important and welcomed part of this
world.

Along with my increasing deepening
in the field of belly-dance, | returned
to improvisation. | made contact with
a group of friends and together we
explored improvisation in movement,
live music on stage and in the studio.
Returning to the world of contemporary
dance and improvisation was filled with
a wider recognition of my body and my
internal self together with an ability to
take apart large movement into small
movement and the understanding
of more delicate components in
movement. The worlds of belly-dance
and contemporary dance, of the natural
movement and improvisation began
connecting within me and permeating
into each other. | discovered that the
floor exercises were suitable also for
improvisation whereas the belly-dance
lessons received an additional volume
of movement exploration stemming
from the world of contemporary dance
and improvisation. The dance has
become full of complex details and
relationships between the various body
parts. The more | delved in what was
happening in the body movement in its
various components, | felt satisfaction
with a simple organic movement
and | had no need for demonstrating
extroverted physical technique.

During my common work with the
Improvisation Ensemble | met Shay
Dayan, a gifted researcher and
musician. Together we gave mutual
courses of movement and music. In
the seminars, which we named “On
the Way Home", we investigated the
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complexity and difficulty of being at
the same moment present and alert.
With his encouragement my voice
opened-up and | began singing. | sang
from the same places | dance: from
being attentive to the movement of
the voice within the body. The vocal
channel was opened to me, connecting
me to the deep worlds of the sub-
CONSCIOUSNESS.

The studying continued and the
attention to breathing, to the internal
space, the search for effortless
movement received a particular
reverberation and deepening in
the Vipassana course | attended.
Following it | was captured by the
charms of Vipassana Meditation
which | practice each morning and
night to date. Following this course |
felt that | was able to implement the
physical insights relating to flow and
effortless movement also in my private
life. The dance and movement insights
permeated also to my everyday life,
to my relationship with myself and
my surroundings. | deepened also
the study about the body movement
and its intelligent in the framework of
the Feldenkreis Instruction course,
where | found my movement mentor
and where | received a scientific
confirmation to the many physical
experiences | have been exposed to
along the years.

Crammed full with the knowledge | had
acquired in my studies and the many
hours of self-practice and a sense
of inner peace | felt | was ready to
create a work reflecting and combining
the various world | had visited. The
moment has come when | felt that the
youth mission | had embarked with Arie
Burshteins’s blessing has reached its
peak. The various world of dance | had
been exposed to blended within me
in a deep and complete manner. | felt
ready to create the first dance creation
reflecting it.

The Portal Company was established
from experienced loyal dancers who
had accompanied me in my work for

years. They were joined by additional
dancers of various dance-field
backgrounds. Thus began our mutual
journey to the world of choreography
and creation, which was good and
significant as far as | was concerned.
| created what was natural for me,
the simple movements connected to
ancient, rooted and tribal experiences
that had dwelled within my body
for years. | transferred them to the
dancers by means of many rehearsals,
as customary in the world of folklore,
where movement internalization is via
repetition. Repetition enables creating
the magic through simplicity of
movement, efficiency and accuracy.

The work with the dancers lasted a
year, in which they underwent together
a deep process of casting old habits
and acquiring new ones. The learnt
how to work as a group, as a tribe,
when the dance serves not only the
individual but also the entire group
and what exists beyond it — that big
movement that passes on to the
viewer and feeds it with joy, vitality and
significance. The show was first staged
at the “Maholohet Festival" (Summer
Dance) at Suzanne Dellal Center.

The company is currently working
on staging a new creation, in the
forthcoming summer, in which we will
continue investigating the connection
betweenthe worlds of dance, the dance
performance from a place of thanking
and not pleasing, the possibility of
dancing sensual belly-dancing from
a place of internal freedom and joy,
the effortless movement from a place
of simplicity and accuracy and the
extent of folklore relevance to our
contemporary life.

Orly Portal choreographer, creator and
dancer with 20 years of experience.
Danced in Efrati's Kol Demama,
in the Bat Sheva Ensemble and in
Improvisation Ensemble, of which she
is @ member, that investigates the art
of improvisation. Nowadays she is
investigating Dr. Moshe Feldenkreis’
theory, creates and dances between
the worlds of dance.
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