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Colorful chiffon and satin costumes. Scarves lined with gold coins. Rhythmic, 
instrumental music permeated with drum beats. Chiming finger cymbals -- they all 
contribute to the sensual experience of belly dancing.  

Tess Wilkinson, of Wake Forest, was swaying her hips and gracefully waving her arms, 
making the coins on her black hip-scarf jingle. The clinging of the coins added to the 
rhythm of the Middle Eastern background music.  
She was decked out in a bright purple shirt and a swishy, multilayered skirt with 
cascading strips of red and orange fabric on top.  
"This isn't even full costume," Wilkinson said after a belly dancing class. She said she 
likes to dress the part in class since she can't wear the costumes anywhere else.  
"It's more fun to dress up," Wilkinson said with an impish grin.  
Dancers don't have to dress up for the class, taught by Agnes Wanman, who recommends 
wearing at least a scarf or belt around the hips. It helps to concentrate the dancers' 
attention on their hip movements.  
Wanman discovered belly dancing while watching The Tonight Show in college.  
"As soon as I saw that belly dancer, I knew it was what I wanted to do," Wanman said. It 
was more than 30 years ago that she caught her first glimpse of the belly dancer on TV. 
Wanman then spent about 10 years waiting for the opportunity to take a class.  
"I was shy," she said. She wanted to try the exotic, Eastern dance, but didn't actively look 
for a class until she happened to see an advertisement for one.  
Once Wanman tried belly dancing, she was hooked, and has shimmied and swayed ever 
since. She began teaching belly dancing in 1982 and holds classes three to four times a 
year in Wake Forest.  
She currently teaches a beginning and an intermediate class at the Flaherty Park 
Community Center, through the town's parks and recreation department.  
Wanman focuses on Egyptian styles and techniques as well as cabaret and folkloric forms 
of the dance.  
It's clear that she enjoys the dance tremendously for the fun of it, but it also built her 
confidence and self-respect.  
"The dance has helped me come out," she said. "Belly dancers are usually late bloomers." 
Wanman said belly dancing, also called Oriental dance, is an art form that encourages 
creativity and self-expression. The dancers are free to experiment and try new styles, or 
even combine different dancing styles.  



The dance also nurtures and celebrates a woman's femininity.  
"It's so nice to be in a class with women that aren't ashamed of being women," Tammy 
Kaufman from Wake Forest said. Kaufman is a competitive bicyclist and started belly 
dancing about a year ago with Wanman.  
"It helped me find who I am and be comfortable in the body that I have," she said. 
Although the dance promotes femininity, Wanman is quick to say that contrary to 
stereotypical beliefs, the dance is not a seductive performance done by women for men. 
"It's not a sexual dance, it's a sensual dance," Wanman said, meaning that it appeals to the 
senses.  
"Belly dancing is more a celebration of the strength and beauty in all people, but 
particularly that of women," Kaufman said.  
More than just a dance  
The dance is adaptable, Wanman said, and can be performed in a variety of ways.  
Even men can learn the dance. It's common for men and young children to participate in 
the East, Wanman said, since it's viewed simply as a folk dance.  
"It's one of the oldest dance forms, as far as we know," Wanman said. "And it's always 
changing."  
Wanman said she enjoys practicing to bluegrass music, and she's seen the dance done in a 
flamenco style and even to a German polka.  
Its variability also makes it a good type of low-impact exercise. It increases flexibility, 
balance, and strength in the muscles of the abdomen and back.  
The dance can also be done by anyone of any shape and size.  
"It's accepting of all body types," Wanman said. "It encourages you to do what you can 
with what you got."  
Kaufman said she was surprised at how much exercise the dance provides.  
"But it's not strenuous or painful," she added.  
Daniela Randegger said she decided to try belly dancing because she heard it was good 
for pregnant women. She's six months pregnant, and is currently taking Wanman's 
beginning class.  
"For me it's not hard," Randegger said. "Sometimes if I get tired, I take a break." Any 
reasonably healthy person may learn to belly dance; you don't have to be athletic or have 
any prior experience, Kaufman said.  
"It's also a mental workout to learn the steps and remember the techniques," Wilkinson 
said. "It's not as easy as it looks. It really is technical."  
But, Wilkinson said, Wanman breaks the dance down into steps to make it simple to 
learn. Besides the mental and physical benefits, the dance also has a social aspect that 
attracts some women.  
"My favorite part of the classes is the ability to socialize with other people who have 
similar interests," Kaufman said.  
The class has been a good way for Randegger to meet people. She moved to Wake Forest 
about six months ago and has a 1-year-old. She said the class allows her to get out of the 
house.  
"We help each other and we learn from each other," Wilkinson said.  
The dancers also bond at hafla, which is Arabic for party. The dancers usually invite their 
families and friends, and after a meal the dancers perform.  
Dancers who become more advanced usually choose a stage name for themselves.  



Kaufman's is Izdihaar, Arabic for blossoming or flourishing.  
She said the name represents what she wants to become.  
Editor's Note: For more information about Wanman's classes, call 554-6180. Classes 
meet once a week and last for 10 weeks. The next session will begin in January.  
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