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Information on Costumes

By Afsana, updated April 2, 2008
General information:

For your first costume, I do not expect professional-grade costumes.  While you can get lots of good information on the internet, a lot of sites focus on elaborate, expensive, professional costumes.  I will show you some appropriate, affordable costuming ideas in class.  Below you will find basic costuming advice for acquiring your own first costume.

Unlike more regimented types of dance, belly dance has no set uniform.  There is great latitude for personal expression and creativity.  You can choose colours and styles that look good on your unique body!  You might consider your first costume as a way to experiment with what looks good on you.

I am not expecting you to spend a lot of time or money on a costume.  But you can if you wish – it can be quite fun, and could be used in future shows if you plan on doing more belly dance performances in the future.

What you are looking for:

I will limit the style you choose only in that it should be vaguely cabaret.  We will not be doing a folk or a “tribal” dance.

The basic costume is composed of:

· Something on the bottom

· Something on the top

· Hip scarf/belt

· Veil

· For the recital, you will also need a cover-up

You do not have to expose your midriff if you do not want to.  You can cover your midriff with something somewhat formfitting – after all the work you’ve done, you will want the audience to see the articulations you are able to do, even if you don’t want them to see your midriff!  One idea is to wear a leotard under your costume.  You can also wear a belly drape.  Also, one-piece costumes are becoming more popular.  These sometimes have extra sequins around the hips and bust to simulate a bra and belt.  Other times, they are decorated more evenly all over.  Some, like beladi dresses, are plainer and are worn with a hip scarf over the dress.  See internet links below for pictures.
Something for the bottom

You can wear a skirt or harem pants, or both!  Only show as much as you are comfortable with.

About waist bands: While elastic waist bands are handy because they stretch to the right size, they also are prone to sagging or to moving if you step on your skirt by accident.  I favour cord waste bands that you can tie to the right size or tape waist bands that are secured by hooks.

Skirts:

Skirts usually have a front and a back panel.  These are usually separated by slits that fall from the hipbone (i.e. not directly to the sides) to the floor.  Some skirts only have one slit, some have none.  Some dancers sew the slit together to knee level so that only their lower legs show when they are dancing.  Appropriate fabrics (for those who are sewing from scratch): Semi-sheer fabrics, silks, synthetics (e.g. chiffon, georgette, lingerie satins), metallic fabrics, some glitter-dot fabrics.  Basically anything that flows nicely, is not too stretchy, is not too heavy and is opaque enough to be respectable.

· Gathered skirts: These are the easiest skirts to make.  You gather fabric onto a waistband.  You will need between 5 and 8 meters of fabric, depending on how full you want the skirt to be.  If using 5m, use about 1.75m for the front panel and 3.25 for the back.  If using 8m, use 3m for the front and 5m for the back.  I have instructions for those who are interested.

· Circle skirts: These were very common in belly dancing, but now we are seeing more form-fitting, stretch fabric skirts, which are harder to make.  I still like the flow and mystique provided by circle skirts.  They are made of 1-½ circles, with ½ circle being in the front, and a full circle in the back.  You will need about 6 m of fabric.  I have good instructions for those who are interested.

· Handkerchief skirts: These are popular for a first costume.  The skirt is made by cutting a hole in the centre of a large square piece of fabric.

· Other types of skirts: sheath, mermaid, etc.  All are good, and flatter different body types.  These ones are a bit more complicated to make.  I will bring pictures to class.

Harem pants:

These can be full or form fitting.  Some people put slits in the sides, or in the front, or go without slits at all.  For full harem pants, you will need about 3 meters of fabric.  Check individual patterns (or seamstresses) for exact amounts needed.  Appropriate fabrics: same as above, but heavier and slightly stretchy fabrics (such as stretch velvet) can be used as well.

Something for the top:

Usually, the top ends below the bust.  You can put sleeves on it if you wish to cover your upper arms or whole arm.  Below are the types of tops you are most likely to come across, but it is not an exhaustive list.

Choli-like tops:

Cholis are the tops that East Indian women wear with their saris.  Many belly dancers wear cholis too.  The easiest way to get this effect is to buy a stretch top (can be of fancy fabric, but doesn’t have to be), and cut it off at an appropriate length.  Finish the bottom and add some trim, sequins, etc to make it eye-catching.

Scarf tops:

If you find a lovely scarf on your journeys, think about using it as a top.  As a base, you will need a sturdy strapless bra that is a similar colour to the scarf.  I will show you ways of tying the scarf in class.

Tie-on tops

These are becoming more popular for a first costume.  “Tie-on tops” are sequined in the front (usually a butterfly motif) and there are cords to tie the top around the neck and around the back.  They are quite open at the back and so are not a good choice if you are not comfortable having most of your back exposed or if you are busty since they provide no support and will not cover a supportive bra worn underneath.
Bra tops:

These tops are quite flashy, and are worth the effort for those who want to invest the time.  They are usually covered with coins, sequins, beads, or some combination of these.  These tops are quite labour intensive though!  Be sure to leave lots of time to finish it before the performance.  If you go this route, I will insist that you don’t have elastic straps showing on stage– this is a costume, not underwear!  I have information for those who are interested.

Hip scarves:

The ones we use in class are great!  For something a bit fancier, you can buy coin or crochet scarves at Son of the Pharaoh.  I’ve also found appropriate crocheted scarves in China Town.
Veils:

Veils were covered in a previous hand out – let me know if you didn’t receive it!

Cover-ups

For a first performance, you can use a veil to cover your costume while you are not dancing. A more substantial and less slippery option is to get a galabaya. 
Where do you get this stuff?

You can make or buy costume pieces.  Most people end up buying a few things and making a few things themselves.  

Second hand stores are great for finding glittery scarves that can be converted into tops, or baggy, fancy pants that can be converted into harem pants.  I highly recommend dropping in to your favourite second hand store from time to time just to see what they have around, especially with Calgary’s economy the way it is!  There’s some nice stuff!
Ethnic stores usually have glittery scarves that can be used as tops or as hip scarves, as well as belly chains and beaded caps.  They sometimes have fun tops (like the velvet one I sometimes wear to class) that are appropriate for belly dancers.  Wrap-around pants make a great bottom for a first costume.

Son of the Pharaoh has veils, harem pants, hip scarves, galabayas and a variety of costuming supplies for sale.  The prices are fairly reasonable.  They also have professional costumes.
Fabric stores were covered in the veil handout.  If you are planning on sewing your costume (either yourself or getting someone to do it for you), watch the sales around Christmas and New Year’s – you can probably get some good deals on brightly coloured chiffon and lighter satins.

If you don’t sew, or don’t have a sewing machine, there are seamstresses in the city that might sew belly dance costumes for you.  I haven’t gone this route yet myself, but it is worth looking on the internet or in the yellow pages.  Emad (of Son of the Pharaoh)’s sister-in-law does belly dance costume alterations and beadwork for a reasonable price.
Other resources:

There is a ton of free information on the internet.  Just type “belly dance” into a search engine.  Remember though that many of these costumes are professional-grade – you don’t need something this fancy yet!  Below are some sites I’ve been to lately and what I found interesting on them.

http://www.shira.net/  
Parts of her site are devoted especially to costuming: http://www.shira.net/costuming.htm and http://www.shira.net/cos-student1.htm and discuss easy, inexpensive ways of making a first costume. Almost everything else you need to know about costuming (book reviews, patterns, etc) is also on this site. In the photo gallery, there are some examples of opaque and sheer veils.  This site also has good pictures of professional costumes, as well as some commentary on making a costume “work for you”.  The main part of this site also has good information on history and popular perception of belly dance.  
http://www.joyofbellydancing.com/costuming.htm 
A really large site on costuming.  It has basic patterns (including harem pants and circle skirts), and other useful links at the bottom (after the book ads).  The rest of the site (http://www.joyofbellydancing.com/ ) is also good.

http://www.costumegoddess.com/ 
This site contains photo galleries focusing on different aspects of costuming.  These include ones focusing on dresses, inexpensive and easy costumes.

http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/bellydancingcostumes.htm 
A narrative on the different parts of the belly dance costume, and how they are made in Egypt.  I include this especially because of the pictures at the bottom of the different types of costumes.
