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N: Hello, everyone! I’m Nisreen, PR Officer of INBC. Welcome to our special 
interview for INBC members! 

Donna is a dance teacher and the author of Looking for Little Egypt. She has 
been fostering cultural learning within the community through teaching, 
performing, and sponsoring seminars and shows in Bloomington. 

To start, may I ask: What led you to belly dancing, and what made you fall in 
love with this dance form? 

D: Well, like many others, I started for exercise and fun. A friend of mine 
suggested I try it, saying it was a fantastic experience and that I’d be able to 
start dancing sooner than in other styles, such as ballet, where you spend a lot 
of time at the barre before actually dancing. So, I joined. 

At first, my friend was in the class with me, but she eventually moved away, 
leaving me on my own. The classes took place in a church basement with about 



25 other women, and I really enjoyed the camaraderie. The group was so 
welcoming. 

From the start, I fell in love with the music. Back then, we listened to a lot of 
George Abdo, and I was instantly drawn to it. The finger cymbals were quite 
challenging, and I remember wondering if I’d ever master the undulation. But I 
kept at it—it takes perseverance! 

Every six to eight weeks, there was a gathering at a local restaurant where we 
could watch performances by more advanced dancers. I found it absolutely 
enchanting. I was especially struck by dancers who seemed completely in tune 
with the music—particularly during a taqsim, where they embodied the melody 
so beautifully. 

That’s how I fell in love with the dance—through the music and watching people 
bring it to life. 

N: That’s wonderful to hear! As you said, many dancers begin simply as a way 
to stay fit, but then they fall in love with the music as an art form. What inspired 
you to start teaching? 

D: I had been studying for some time when I moved to Bloomington, a university 
town. I eventually found a teacher, but she was only there for a short time 
before moving away. In university towns, people often come and go. 

At some point, I was asked to start teaching. A small group of three people 
wanted to study with me, so I found a little space and began teaching. 

Once I started teaching, I became much more serious about the dance because 
I felt responsible for knowing my material thoroughly. I did a lot of research and 
joined INBC, which was called ISAMETD  at the time. 

It has been an incredible experience being part of this organisation over the 
years. I’ve met so many wonderful people, and they’ve hosted numerous 
workshops and events. I couldn’t even count how many I’ve attended! 

I’ve stayed with this dance form not only because I love the music, but also 
because of the amazing people I’ve met along the way. 

N: That’s wonderful. Do you remember what year you started teaching? 

D: It was in 1989. 

N: 1989—lovely! What you said about meeting so many wonderful people in the 
dance community resonates with me. 



You’ve also been teaching at the Lotus Blossoms World Bazaar events since 
1997, correct? 

D: That’s right. It’s a two-day event. One day is dedicated to schoolchildren who 
are bussed in from across the district. The event takes place in a gym, where 
there are various cultural activities. 

We set up in a corner of the gym and give short dance lessons. It’s a lot of fun! 
Hundreds of children come through in a single day. 

N: That sounds like so much fun! Have you encountered any unique challenges 
when teaching children? 

D: What comes to mind is when there’s a group of boys who feel self-conscious. 
There’s often one or two who prefer to be a bit of a clown rather than fully 
engage in the lesson. 

N: I see. Can they also be shy at times? 

D: Yes, some are shy, while others just want to act out and be silly for attention. 

N: That makes sense! I can imagine how children behave in those situations. 

D: Yes, but not all of them are like that—it’s all part of the fun! 

N: You also play the oud and guitar, as well as perform vocals with the band 
Indy Raqs. When did you first start playing musical instruments? 

D: I’ve played the guitar for many years and have always enjoyed singing. The 
oud, however, came into my life unexpectedly. 

I had already been attending the Middle Eastern Music and Dance Camp in 
Mendocino, California, and I decided to bring my oud with me. At first, I 
assumed that playing the guitar would help me transition to the oud. 

However, the oud is quite different. It has no frets, and the strings are tuned 
differently from a guitar. So, it’s been a learning journey! 

N: That’s amazing! It’s funny you mention that—I’ve often heard people 
unfamiliar with Middle Eastern instruments say, “Oh, that looks like a 
funny-shaped guitar!” But, as you said, the oud is completely different. 

D: Yes, even the way you hold the risha (plectrum)is different from a guitar pick. 
There’s so much to learn! 



N: It’s incredible how you’ve explored Middle Eastern culture from so many 
angles. You also wrote Looking for Little Egypt in 1995. Could you tell us a little 
about the book? 

  

D: I became interested in the subject of Little Egypt because there were so 
many conflicting accounts about who she was and what her contribution to the 
dance form really was. 

Living in a university town with great libraries, I decided to research the topic. 
This was before the internet was widely available, so I spent hours searching 
through microfilm, old newspaper articles, and souvenir volumes. 

I was led to the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, which I found 
fascinating. I wanted to trace a lineage of dancers from that era. 

I was lucky enough to correspond with someone who had known one of the 
dancers from the exposition. This person, who later became an internationally 
recognised folk dancer, told me about the dancer’s insistence that her art should 
not be confused with the hoochie-coochie. 



I also had the opportunity to speak with a more modern dancer who had taken 
on the stage name Little Egypt and performed on television for many years. 

N: That’s fascinating! How long did it take you to write the book? 

D: I spent about two years researching and another two years figuring out how 
to put it all together and get it published. In the end, I self-published it. 

N: That’s incredible—the dedication you put into researching and self-publishing 
is truly impressive! 

D: At the time, there wasn’t much available about the history of this dance form, 
especially in the West. Nowadays, there are many more researchers and 
writers covering the topic. 

N: I can imagine researching must have been quite different before the internet 
was so accessible. 

D: Oh, absolutely. Many of the books I used were extremely rare. Now, you can 
find their images online with ease. 

N: I love technology for that reason! I’ll include a link to your book in the article 
so anyone interested can find it easily. 

Lastly, what have been the biggest challenges you’ve faced on your journey? 
And do you have any advice for those struggling with their dance practice? 

D: If you’re alone, it’s much harder. But today, we have Zoom classes. I used to 
get calls from a woman in a remote town in Kentucky who was desperately 
searching for a teacher. Unfortunately, there was no one near her, and she 
couldn’t travel long distances. 

Now, someone in her situation could find a community online. 

If you start dancing and your group doesn’t feel welcoming, don’t be 
discouraged—perhaps another group will be a better fit. Keep looking. 

For me, the challenge now is ageing—my stamina isn’t what it used to be. But 
I’ll keep going because I have a wonderful group here in Bloomington, and I 
want to keep it alive for as long as I can. 

N: That’s beautiful. Thank you, Donna! This has been such an insightful 
conversation. We truly appreciate you taking the time to share your experiences 
with us. 

 

https://www.lulu.com/shop/donna-carlton/looking-for-little-egypt/paperback/product-21642812.html?page=1&pageSize=4

