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Donna 

Part Two
Donna Mejia is a renaissance woman: a renowned dancer, choreographer, director, instructor, scholar, writer and an inspiration. 
She is an Assistant Professor of Dance in the Theater and Dance Department at the University of Colorado, Boulder, and 
teaches and tours abroad and in the United States. She specializes in contemporary dance, traditions of the African and Arab 
Diaspora and emerging fusion traditions in Transnational Electronica. She is also an authorized instructor of the Brazilian 
Silvestre Modern Dance Technique. Ms. Mejia is the first professor of tribal/transnational fusion, globally. 

The interview with the amazing Donna Mejia continues. 

Mejia

By Nancy Loyan Schuemann

Photo by Daniel Beahm



32     The Belly Dance Chronicles     April 2016

10.  I think it’s wonderful how 
you promote belly dance as an 
academic. Our dance form is so 
misunderstood, chastised and 
unfairly targeted. How are you 
fighting the stigma?

The stigma is real and I have 
experienced its sting frequently 
(and I don’t even define myself as 
a classical belly dancer in truth), 
but we are also complicit, at 
times, in perpetuating some of the 
stereotypes and caricatures about 
belly dancers. So I view my role as 
a researcher primarily as someone 
who questions all assumptions. 
That includes practices in the 
commercial belly dance community 
that warrant interrogation, and 
conversely, someone who challenges 
any trivialization of Eastern 
dance forms by Eurocentric dance 
practitioners. In truth, I became a scholar because I wanted 
to be effective in defending the things I saw beauty in, so I 
consider that advocacy to be an inherent part of the job.

11.  I like the fact that you are in a university setting. Too 
often, we belly dance instructors are relegated to fitness 
centers and physical educations classes. We are not taken 
seriously by dance departments. It’s like trying to break 
the glass ceiling. Any thoughts on this? Any advice? 

I hear you loud and clear. The tools of critical thinking 
espoused by academia are worthy of our regard. The 
hierarchies, intellectual elitism and Eurocentric legacy 
in academia are not. Part of working in higher education 
requires we not allow the imposition of classical structures, 
codification, or hierarchy to undermine our inclusive 
and very communally oriented genre of dance. Dance 
traditions of the Arab, Persian and Turkish world do not 
need “elevating” or validation through academia. They are 
inherently noble and valuable. So, for the generations of 
scholars to come after me, I hope they remember that all 
dance forms contribute meaningfully to the human experience 
and no single form should be elevated in value or worth over 
another. For a while, we will need to monitor attempts to 
diminish belly dance, but as the tide turns, we will need to 
monitor ourselves by remembering the signature values of the 

dance. Its cultural applications and 
expression have been transformed 
and morphed throughout the ages, 
but the foundation movements 
were strong enough to survive 
industrialization. To me, that 
indicates an indomitable tradition 
worthy of study in the same way we 
would study any cultural artifact. 
We have nothing to “prove,” but we 
have much to share. 

12.  Should a belly dancer have 
classical dance training (ballet 
especially) before being called 
professional? This issue seems to be 
ongoing in the dance community. 

There are so many paths to 
somatic intelligence, and one size 
doesn’t need to fit everyone. I define 
technique as the ability to replicate 
movement with increasing efficiency 

and ease. Many systems can supply that framework for 
problem solving in the body. There is yoga (my preferred 
somatic practice) Alexander Technique, Gyrokinesis, Body 
Mind Centering, Franklin Technique, martial arts, contact 
improvisation, etc. Ballet is one of many ethnic dance 
forms through which we can build bodily sophistication 
and athleticism. Viva la difference! I say sample as much 
possible! When one lands squarely in a genre of study that 
resonates strongly with an internal flavor of movement 
and temperament, the homecoming is undeniable with an 
explosion of enthusiasm. Try it all and stay hungry! Cross 
training is invaluable.

13.  What can the belly dance community do to improve 
its reputation?

This is a delicate question that warrants exchange and 
conversation. So with this response, I hope to instigate the 
beginning of a conversation for our community. I know many 
practitioners and teachers may differ with what I’m about to 
state, so I emphasize it as a starting place for further discourse.

May I humbly suggest we stop marketing ourselves in ways 
that “hyper-feminize” the dance? Belly dance may have 
been commercialized and popularized on the female body 
in the commercial arena, but that doesn’t mean that we have 
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exclusive ownership of the dance historically. Therefore, 
if we were to honor the sacrifices and effort of dancers 
throughout the ages, we would not use photos of headless 
female torsos in bras and skirts because we would want 
audiences to contend with us as whole individuals and not 
objectified body parts. We would not try to portray women 
as mysterious, sexy goddesses, because that would distance 
and one-dimensionalize the concept of female divinity. We 
would put ourselves on conversation with the idea of gender 
as a learned cultural artifice, and allow humans of all gender 
expressions to resonate with the dance as they are drawn to, 
because we would know that gender values have shifted and 
transformed over the ages, and therefore are not as fixed as 
we are inclined to think. We would diversify our definition of 
gender, applauding a multi-faceted presentation of someone 
dancing, celebrate the essence of their temperament, and 
not concern ourselves with the binary of male and female. 

We would further challenge ourselves to begin formulating 
new language and new terminologies that are inclusive and 
respectful. Years ago I stopped using the phrase “tribal fusion” 
as a descriptor because I felt it harkened too much towards 
Europeanist notions of primitivism. It is also a beautiful 
word that cannotes extended family and kindred spirits, but 
its historical usage is burdened with the meaning “less than 
modern.” That did not resonate well for me. In light of this 
legacy, I have chosen to use the phrase “transnational fusion” 
to indicate I am profoundly inspired by dance forms above 
and beyond the nation state of my birth. It allows me to 
use specificity in my program or performance notes, 
citing each influence appropriately. I’m very excited 
that the Canadian dance company, Luciterra, artist 
April Rose, and many more have also chosen to 
develop new language. It is indicative of a newfound 
communal humility and a willingness to interrogate 
our assumed agency. There are now artists who seek 
equitable exchange with their inspirational sources. 
It is no longer acceptable to pillage cultural treasures, 
whether physical artifacts or intangibles such as 
movement. YET, it is equally inappropriate to ignore 
our inner-connectivity and global citizenship. Dance 
is providing a model of how global citizenship can 
operate in the larger human community.

Dear community, I welcome you to share your 
thoughts with me about what I’ve said. Diplomatic 
discourse is always welcomed in my world!

14.  What advice do you have for belly dance instructors? 
What would you teach and advise them to improve their 
instructing? 

Many people have strong attachments, projections, 
misgivings and compromised views about their physical 
reflection in the mirror. So the teaching of movement in tandem 
with critical thinking requires me to encourage and enable an 
unfolding of confidence and adventurousness in both physical 
skill and thoughtful analysis. Of course, no single approach 
works universally, and designing a continuum of responsive 
classroom approaches informs my practice. Creating an 
environment for personal insight and explorational safety is 
the center in my pedagogical considerations.

To be completely honest, the management of personal 
chronic illness, cancer and congenitally disruptive 
conditions has profoundly informed my choices as a 
mover, my practices as an educator, and my passion for 
the craft of dance. Dance has provided pain management, 
stress release, philosophical inquiry and restorative range 
through rehabilitative movement. I have used each medical 
interruption as a springboard for deepening my nuanced 
understanding of bodily process, alignment, and somatic 
intelligence. The last year has been my absolute best year 
of physical healing, and I’m discovering how valuable my 
dance practice has been in bringing balance back to my 
physical body. I’ve reflected on some of the lessons learned 
in my blog:
https://donnainthedance.wordpress.com/blog-ish/ 
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Teaching has given me a laboratory for extending that acquired 
knowledge beyond my own body. It’s my favorite part of my 
career in dance. I’ve collected some fabulous resources about 
the nature of learning and teaching, because they are two sides 
of the same coin. I’ve created a resource page on my website 
that lists recommended titles and materials for advancing 
our understanding of dance. The reading list is categorized 
by topics such as somatic science, artistic inspiration, 
composition tools, Orientalism, Ethnomusicology, etc. You 
are warmly invited to visit the page at your leisure:
https://donnainthedance.wordpress.com/resources/ 

15.  What is your opinion of the ever-evolving art of belly 
dance? Is it still belly dance (even fusion) if it incorporates 
little belly dance technique)?

I don’t define myself as a belly dancer. I describe myself 
as a transnational fusion artist. Belly dance seems to have 
become something of an umbrella terminology, but I think 
that is likely a temporary situation while we collectively seek 
descriptors and language for all of the subcultures arising 
from the cabaret traditions. Each nation and ethnic group 
of the Middle East has its classical, urban, rural, secular and 
sacred traditions in dance and music. It behooves us to aim for 
specificity in our language in order to affirm those beautiful 
distinguishing characteristics and practices. Alternately, I 
am not advocating for purism in our preservationist efforts. 
No tradition can be placed under glass like a museum relic. 
It would become obsolete, restricted from the interactions 
that nourish new generations and foster relevance. Dance, as 
an ephemeral form, moves through bodies as it evolves and 

no two bodies are alike. So I look forward to the challenge 
of locating terminology for what arises in the field of dance.

16.  What sets you apart from other dance instructors? 
What unique qualities do you bring? 

I cannot speak comparatively regarding other 
instructors. However, I can speak about my own tendencies 
and attributes:

•	 I’m irreverent and humorous
•	 I’m intense, organized and methodical yet can be  
 artfully spontaneous
•	 I’m happy and at peace with who I am
•	 I’m content with my maturing body: I grow 
 deeper, not older! 
•	 I thoroughly delight in many kinds of movers 
 and personalities
•	 I have an encyclopedic brain for philosophy, 
 theory and scholarship 
•	 I find equal value and joy in working with 
 proficient, experienced movers as much as 
 neophyte recreationalists. I love dismantling   
 hierarchies in my classes.
•	 I am an introvert who comes out of my head 
 just long enough to dance with others, 
 then indulgently plunges back into the luxury 
 of my interior landscapes. 
•	 Because I’m such an introverted nerd, I am 
 massively grateful for those who put up with me.
•	 But… when I am dancing… watch out: I 
 could swallow a hurricane without so much 
 as a hiccup! I love it!

17.  How do you feel you impact dancers? 
The opportunity to impact the 

unfolding and trajectory of a dance 
genre is both a challenge and a historical 
privilege I will never take for granted. We 
are so utterly beautiful as a community 
and so tremendously important as a 
self-sustaining global art movement. I 
would hope my impact would be to open 
courageous conversations through dance: 
conversations that help participants 
encounter the unfamiliar with confidence.

18.  What do you want dancers to 
remember when they leave your classes?
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My wish for dancers? I wish for as many humans 
as possible to wake up from sleepwalking in their 
bodies and their lives. I wish for humans to be eager 
and curious about the mind-body connection. I wish 
for people to stop numbing themselves to the body. I 
wish for people to stop injuring or insulting the bodies 
of others. I wish to inspire courage for experimentation 
and engagement with challenging questions and issues. I 
wish to contribute strongly to each human’s self-respect, 
self-worth and self-determination.

19.  BTW, as someone who loves to sew and wishes she 
had more time to do so, I absolutely love your sewing 
room. When did you learn to sew and when do you have 
time? Do you design and sew your own dance costumes? 

Yes, I am a sewing junkie. I 
have a mini-sewing blog that is 
my tribute to the craft (https://
donnainthedance.wordpress.com/
bobbin-banga/). The sewing room 
is unique because it is an 800 
square foot basement space that 
has been fashioned from thrift 
stores to serve as a deluxe design 
studio! I do design all of my 
costumes. As for my own sewing, 
I find it relaxing and a beautiful 
counterbalance to my work in 
dance. I also work in a team design 
environment, and I get substantial 
coaching and assistance from 
professional sewists and designers.

As a writer, I am a bit intimidated 
by someone with your credentials. 
If there is anything that you would 
like to add, anything blatant that I 
missed, please add.

I would really like to say thank you. I feel very fortunate 
that so many people have come forward to connect with my 
art making and my scholarly questions and investigations. It 
is an honor to dance for you and with you.

I would like to invite dancers worldwide to contribute their 
words, images, dancing and thoughts to the up and coming 
Womanifesto project (https://donnainthedance.wordpress.
com/activism/)

We are artists and friends connected to each other through 
many common values, overlapping interests, and mutual 
questions. We self-identify ourselves as proud members of an 
emerging, world-wide movement devoted to investigating 
possibilities in art-making, digital connectivity, and global 
citizenship. Dance is the center of our connection, and 
we hold the non-verbal intelligence and communication 
of human dance to be the most potent and undervalued 
practice of our age. By dancing together, our lives have been 
monumentally transformed by each communal gathering. 
We embrace and celebrate thoughtful experimentation and 
are honored to prominently feature our inspirations from 
many cultures, ages, peoples, and traditions of the Earth. 
Courageous fusion has become one of our strongest signature 
values, and providing a safe place for experimentations in 

the presentation of identity, cultural 
fusion, appearance, bodily shapes, 
differentlyabled capacities, attire, 
theme, sound, and movement of 
many kinds is paramount for us.

Our diverse community 
gathers under the mantle of many 
sub-genres: American Tribal Style, 
Tribal Fusion, Transnational Fusion, 
Improvisational Tribal Style, Dark 
Fusion, Belly Dance, and Middle 
Eastern Fusion have been identified 
thus far. We applaud the imaginative 
traditions that will certainly evolve 
through future practitioners. As 
we encounter misunderstandings 
and projections regarding our 
work, we have found our dancing 
to alternately serve as the most 
potent strategy and diplomatic tool 
for increased understanding. As we 

strive to support each other, learn from each other, and forge 
new pathways for our art to inhabit and inspire the world, we 
wish to offer a gift to future generations. As originators of 
a new art movement that deliberately and respectfully sources 
ancestors before us, we aim for this gift to speak clearly of 
our most cherished intentions and heart-felt aspirations to 
those who will come after us.

As a member of this community what values did you discover 
through our dance gatherings? How have your perspectives 
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Purveyor of the written word, Nancy Loyan Schuemann has been writing since composing picture books for fellow students in elementary school. She 
is a multi-published writer and author in both fiction and non-fiction. Her passion is penning “fairy tales for adults.” Visit: www.NLSScribe.com.  In 
addition, she is “Nailah,” a Middle Eastern dancer and performer for over thirty years (www.NailahDance.com). 
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changed through dancing? What would you want future 
practitioners to know about us? What unique knowledge 
could our community share with the world? What is most 
important to you in this beautiful and powerful community 
of movers, musicians, artists and supporters?

Please submit your videos, dances, poems, photos, original 
art, words, and stories to the WO/MANifesto Project: a 
living document thematically focused on what is most 
important to us as a collective. Donna Mejia (University 
of Colorado Boulder) and Rachel Kay Brookmire (Sahara 
Dance, Washington, D.C.) are honored to receive your 
submissions (30 seconds or less please) for inclusion in 
a live, multi-media performance tentatively scheduled to 

occur in a major venue of Washington D.C. May of 2016. 
We are in discussion with sponsors who would broadcast 
the performance live, creating a global celebration of US 
as a global art movement. We will aim to represent as 
many perspectives as possible, and pledge our best effort 
in making editing choices. There is no compensation for 
submissions, and we will not be seeking monetary gain 
for our work on the project. This is intended to be a 
mutually constructed manifesto of what we value most as 
devotees of dance.

The submission platform for this community 
project is located here: https://www.facebook.com/
donnamejiaWOMANifesto

Donna will be instructing at the Bellydance Masters conference in Orlando, Florida from Thursday, August 4 through 
Sunday, August 7. The conference is being held at the Doubletree by Hilton at Sea World and features a variety of 
educational opportunities and evening shows, including the Stellar Advantage competitions for rising stars and 
professional dancers in both traditional and fusion dance styles. Donna will be instructing a special “Club Donna” 
Midnight class at the conference. Other instructors include Karin Jenson and the Mandala Dance Works, Karen 
Barbee, Silvia Salamanca, Mia Sha-uri, Debka and more. For more information, visit www.bellydancemasters.com 
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