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Concepts of Movements in Raqs Sharqi Egyptian Dance 

In female Egyptian dance the centre of gravity and power, and the focus of energy, lies in the area between the solar plexus, and the lower abdomen. All movements ultimately begin and end at this point. The use of torso and hips emphasizes intricate movements of joints and spine, and the legs support these movements. 
Three main types of Movement:

* Sharp movements in the joints punctuate and express the rhythm, using quick shifts of energy from one part of the body to another part. They use the element of fire and have a masculine quality. 

* Fluid movements express the melody and have a geometric nature (ie circles or parts thereof) and can be expressed using limbs or torso. They use the element of water and have a feminine quality.


* Locomotive movements manoeuvre the body in space and use the element of air. They can be combined with fluid or sharp movements. 

Earthiness is an integral part of both male and female Egyptian dance. The main elements are: mobility and softness of the joints, a supple spine that allows energy to be conducted to the working parts of the body (floating spine), easy relaxed breathing, a soft open and relaxed chest and most importantly of all, a low "eastern" centre of gravity around the navel. 

Energy flows through the body, and there is never movement or breath being "held". Movements work with gravity rather than opposing it, when energy rises it is allowed to fall again, and the dancer is constantly making adjustments to ensure that she is "centred" and earthy. 

So she is at all times relaxed, she allows movements to happen, letting go of tension (physically and psychologically), balancing her weight, keeping her head stable (so that an object could remain balanced on the head and not drop off -for example a pot, or a stick) and moving energy in all directions (outward, downward, inward) but always returning to centre. 

We work in opposite polarities, masculine and feminine, fluid and sharp, quick and slow, intricate and casual, abandonment and control. Abandonment can be physical or emotional, where extending the fluid movements in space gives the impression of completely dominating the working space, allowing all the nuances of movement and mood to be fully expressed, or in sharp movements completely "letting go", allowing quick successive ripples of energy to rise and fall, surrendering ourselves completely. 



Abandonment gives our movements emotional expression, containment is the opposite. When sharp movements become "shortened" however, the steps/movements are still executed and can be recognized in a more subtle way. When fluid movements are contained they are reduced considerably and have a percussive quality (using the element of fire), displayed in the torso, or in one wrist, and using fractions of a circle. 



Abandonment and control are concepts of movements and energy, but also reflect mood as well and give a personality or archetype colouring to what is being expressed. The music signals us to move and to respond to its cadences. The manner in which we move colours the perception of our emotional state or condition, showing various personae (Arabic and universal) e.g. the flirt (Deluaa), the boss lady (Maalema), the Queen, and the Pious Lady.
Rhythm is expressed mainly in the hips or feet, whether stationery or in travel (locomotion). The upper body and arms convey emotional expression and intensity. The legs support the body; they stabilize it and earth it whilst other movements are being explored above. The muscles of the legs, and the knees and ankle joints work constantly (hidden from view by the dancers long skirt) and do not express "line" directly. 



The dancer is bare foot, connected to "earth" and constantly shifting her weight to different parts of the foot (heel, toes, ball of the foot, and the outside and inside edges) in order to improve balance and to better execute movement. A rolling motion is used and flexible ankles and nimble feet are an essential feature of this dance. Sometimes heels are raised off the ground to enable "line" to be explored (whether vertically or diagonally for example) reflecting the earthiness of the dance because the weight and energy always returns to centre. 

Diagonal shifts of energy are the well spring of a good dancer and are employed whether balancing left or right, exploring space vertically, or sinking the weight downwards or afterwards, returning to centre and earthiness. Scissor movements come under this category, in a scissor walk, as a step is being taken, the shift runs up, through the working leg (carrying the body's weight), and moves diagonally through the hip and navel into the opposite shoulder (the spine is also a conductor of this energy flow) and on arriving its flow is reversed and the procedure is repeated again on the other side. 



All the time the dancer balances her energy and weight making finely tuned adjustments to move smoothly. The pendulum also embodies diagonal principles. When the weight is shifted into one hip diagonally, to make the hip sink towards the floor, the knee is bent and the energy flows from the hip, down the leg, as weight on that leg is increased, the ankle absorbs the impact of the energy and weight, and with a rolling motion, from the inside to the outside edge of the foot with the weight on it, the energy rises up the working leg reflected in a rolling, undulating, outward circular movement of that hip. All the time the upper body is making constant adjustments (with a fluid spine) in response to the constant shifts of body weight.

Raqs Sharqi is not a narratative dance. Movements interpret the mood of the music being played and the dancer has the freedom to select in an improvised or choreographed way, the movements she feels best reflect the mood. 

This dance can be seen as Arabic calligraphy, with dips, and curves, extension and shortening of line or movement reflected in movement and energy flow. There is a theme of repetition, found in Arabic motifs, art, poetry, architecture and songs. Intensity is built up and released, and then the process starts again. 

Raqs Sharqi gives the dancer a framework and structure and allows freedom of artistic expression that can sometimes involve audience participation and encouragement, inviting more intimacy, and changing the dynamic of the audience from observer to participant The audience is able to identify with the dancer whether in spacious and formal theatres or in casual family gatherings. 

Note: August 2005

This article was published in Mosaic magazine a few years ago (circa 2003) and has been made freely available to selected students of mine who are body workers (eg yoga/pilates/masseuses and physiotherapists). 

I drew on a number of sources to produce this document (notes from Suraya Hilal and Katrina Robinson in particular) but as the document is presented above, it is all my own work. I have contacted both Suraya Hilal and Katrina Robinson to ensure that there are no issues about me making this document available to the public, and they have acknowledged receipt of the article but have raised no objection - written or otherwise 
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