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Ever since I started studying Middle Eastern dance in 1981 I would hear the periodic refrain from its practitioners, “bellydance isn’t respected as an art form/isn’t respected by other dance forms”. Of course, it is always easier to bewail a situation than actually take steps to change it, and since the majority of enthusiasts are in it for fun, change has been slow in coming. Over the years I have come to understand why that is so, what can be done to change the stigma and what others have been doing for decades to that purpose. I vaguely remember hearing of the 1st International Conference on Middle Eastern dance and when the more recent one came along I began to wonder about developments in the dance worldwide and how I might be a part of that. I had seen this event advertised—in print as well as through various forwarded emails—but I hadn’t seriously considered going until I received the Arabesque Academy newsletter in which Yasmina Ramzy
 urged attendance.

The conference, entitled Innovation and Tradition, was to include four days of presentations: academic symposia, multi-media presentations, master classes and performances. The featured artists were four legendary figures from the Egyptian dance scene of the last 40-50 years (quotations taken from the Conference Program): 

Mahmoud Reda “pioneered theatrical dance in Egypt by founding the first folkloric company to research, document and stage the rich traditional dances of its diverse provinces.” As founder, soloist, choreographer and artistic director of the Reda Troupe, he made four world tours to 58 countries between 1959 and 1991.

Farida Fahmy, founding member and principle dancer of the Reda troupe for 25 years. Fahmy’s   “lyrical, elegant and refined style won her admiration as Egypt’s premiere danseuse, and stimulated a resurgence of interest and national pride in Egyptian folkloric dance. . .her artistically sensitive, disciplined approach to theatrical dance inspired future generations of dance artists. Ms. Fahmy’s collaborative efforts with director/choreographer Mahmoud Reda were instrumental in creating a legitimate theatrical dance form that gained governmental support for Egypt’s national and regional dance groups. . .she performed . . . in fifty countries at such notable venues as Carnegie Hall. . .Royal Albert Hall. . .Stanislavski Theatre. . .”

Nagwa Fouad, the “Queen of Oriental
 Dance”, is “known for her dignified elegance and warm graciousness.” Said to be the most famous and highest paid Egyptian dancer throughout the Middle East, she has performed worldwide for 45 years and “is credited with elevating the existing raqs sharqi
 form and setting a new standard of excellence in the industry.”

Mohammed Khalil Principle dancer, director and choreographer of the National Folkloric Troupe of Egypt and long-time collaborator with Nagwa Fouad.

In her newsletter article, Yasmina wrote: These four exceptional artist are the key historical figures of Raks Sharqi and have formed the dance into the one we learn today. . .This is an historical event that ten years from now you will be so grateful to have attended and have met and learnt from these great artists.” So that decided me. It was now or never—these people weren’t getting any younger and if I didn’t see them and learn from them now, I might never get another opportunity. I had “grown up” on videos of Nagwa Fouad, following her career since I began studying Middle Eastern dance 20 years ago.

Featured American artists were Dr. Joann W. Keali’inohomoku, dance and anthropology scholar and keynote speaker of the conference; Aisha Ali, expert on regional styles of North African and Egyptian dances and producer of video and musical recordings of same; and Morocco, researcher, performer, teacher and international authority of Middle Eastern dance.

The 1st International Conference had been held four years previous. The organizers of both were Shareen el Safy, Angelika Nemeth and Sahra Kent. El Safy is editor and publisher of the widely circulated Habibi magazine, probably the biggest and most authoritative journal on Middle Eastern dance in the West. She has performed and conducted seminars on five continents, performed in the Middle East and led many dance-oriented tours there. 

Faculty member of two California colleges, Nemeth teaches accredited Middle Eastern dance classes and was influential in establishing and expanding the OCC World Dance Certificate Program, which she now supervises.

Sahra Kent has performed and taught oriental and folkloric dance on five continents. She lived and worked in Cairo for six years performing the “Sahra Show” with an ensemble of Egyptian musicians, singers and dancers at the five-star Le Meridien Heliopolis Hotel. Sahra also holds BA degrees in Cultural Anthropology and Dance and an MA in Dance Ethnology.

Bellydancers flocked to the conference from all over the U.S. Others came from Brazil, Argentina, Australia and a wee handful from Canada. Yasmina Ramzy and Arabesque Dance Company were invited to perform in the “All-Star” Saturday evening concert. To me she expressed some disappointment at it being unable to bring her orchestra to accompany their performances. Though her Canada Council funding would have supported this, because Nagwa Fouad was unable to bring her orchestra from Egypt, due to immigration issues, no one else was permitted live accompaniment.

The activities began Friday afternoon with foreign film showings to greet the intermittent arrivals of dancers. I caught the last half of Alf Bussa wa Bussa (“Thousand Kisses and a Kiss”) produced by Nagwa Fouad. This goofy song and dance comedy depicted the travails of a company of actors trying to put on their own variety show. The acting was bad, the story was stupid and the poorly translated subtitles were falling off the bottom of the screen when they weren’t going strangely molten. Still, it was fun to see how Egyptian dance was adapted into the story line (and compare that to Western musicals). Nagwa played a supporting role and dressed up in the last scene for a stage number, wearing silver sequined dress, matching arm-high gloves and an enormous brimmed hat. I’ve noticed over the years through her videos that the “Queen of Oriental Dance” seems to dance less and less, relying on her fame and stage presence (and extravagant costuming) to carry her performances. As Nagwa moves into her golden years, her penchant for over-the-top spectacle combined with her large frame and increasingly mannish features renders her productions dangerously close to those of a drag-queen on an acid trip.

The Friday evening show was in the form of a multi-media presentation celebrating the careers of the four featured Egyptian artists and there contributions to the art of Middle Eastern dance. The show began with an old video clip of Farida Fahmy performing with the Reda Troupe. While the video played on a screen suspended above the stage, live dancers (Sahra’s company, Ya Amar) re-enacted the same choreography, posing in formation whenever the virtual Farida took a solo. 

The costumes worn by the live dancers were duplicates of the originals, a non-traditional innovation created by Fahmy: wide-legged satin pants, essentially the harem pant without the gathered ankle, tight sleeveless coat with hip-length peplum overtop a full-sleeved blouse, and pillbox hat atop a kerchief enclosing the hair—definitely not the image generally conjured up by the term “bellydance”. As we were to learn when Farida and Mahmoud came out to speak, the Reda Troupe was very innovative both in its use of costuming and movement. Farida spoke first, describing her collaboration with Reda, and describing the formation of the company. 

The Reda Troupe was established in 1959 and was very much a family affair to start out with. Farida was married to Mahmoud’s brother, Ali who helped with administration and production. Mahmoud was married to Farida’s sister. Farida’s mother was chaperone and wardrobe mistress to the company, and Farida’s invalid sister sewed many of the company’s costumes. 

Reda was an Olympic Gymnast, representing Egypt in the 1952 Games. Judging by the selection of early video clips shown of his dancing and choreography, he had trained in ballet, jazz and tap dance and incorporated these elements into his work. He has a deep understanding of the postures, gestures and carriage of his countrymen and women, and somehow was able to blend all these influences into a dance style that was completely new yet distinctly Egyptian.

Farida made her first stage appearance at the age of 18 with the Reda Troupe and went on to perform as premiere danseuse for 25 years, only dancing Reda’s choreographies. She and Reda worked well together—she understood instinctively what he was trying to do and did everything he said.

It may be difficult for Westerners to imagine the importance of what they accomplished and the difficulty in achieving it. In the Middle East everyone knows how to bellydance and they do if for fun at social occasions. But because of the tradition of segregating the sexes, of hiding and protecting female family members from the eyes of outside males, a woman who dances publicly for a living is by definition a disreputable and dishonorable woman, without respect or family support, in short, a prostitute. The Reda Troupe had huge social and artistic obstacles to overcome in removing the stigma of the professional dancer and promoting oriental dance as a respectable art form. There was also a constant battle with government bureaucracy and red tape.

Farida admitted she could not have done what she did had it not been for her father’s support. He encouraged her to become a dancer, a very uncharacteristic approach, given the culture. He supported her career despite the fact that his high social status and prominent position made him the object of public scrutiny. She feels that his positive attitude towards her career and his strength of character further helped to change people’s minds about oriental dance as a legitimate art form.

Reda himself proved to be a charming elderly man full of life and love of the dance and possessing an understated sense of humour. He is currently writing his autobiography (in Arabic). He talked about his first teaching tour of the U.S. in 1979, encompassing eight states: The first was in Chicago. There were 240 students in the class. They came in full costume, with veil, zills, cane and maybe a snake and an Arabic name. Without being explicit, he poked fun at the American spirit of appropriation and re-definition. He found some of the dancers’ stage names a little funny. He remembers explaining to one woman what her Arabic name really meant but she was apparently oblivious to advice from one of the world’s leading experts on Egyptian dance. Of her response Reda said, she didn’t care—she said she liked it anyway.
 
Both Fahmy and Reda had words of wisdom and advice for the current generation of dancers. At the end of their presentation, the two were given a standing ovation and it was a very emotionally moving moment for us lovers of this oft misrepresented and misunderstood art. Farida was presented with flowers and herself moved to tears at the show of gratitude, appreciation and affection by dancers and aficionados.

After intermission the presentation continued with a video tape retrospective of Nagwa Fouad’s career. The montage seemed to be drawn primarily from the 60s-70s period, judging by the psychedelic stylings in sets, costumes and special effects. Nagwa is known for her own innovative impact on oriental dance, but in her case it is more on the side of spectacle and opulence than art. Still, this approach is often effective (as we see in our own pop culture) in elevating the perceived “status” of an artist and/or entertainment form.

Nagwa stepped onto the stage and, apparently unsatisfied with her reception demanded more a raucous response from the audience She waved her arms above her head for more applause and mimed whistle blowing until she’d gotten a few more decibels out of the crowd. She doesn’t speak much English, and despite having a translator at her disposal, rattled off into the microphone in Arabic for three minutes at a stretch until it was clear we would never get a full translation of all that she was recounting of her life. It was rather ironic, seeing as she clearly wanted to talk about herself at length but only ten percent of the audience was getting more than about twenty-five percent of the information.

Having come from a very poor family, Nagwa decided early on to be a professional dancer and started performing at age fifteen. She struggled hard to get her career going, having no means for self-promotion. It wasn't until she met and married a famous orchestra conductor that things took off. He introduced her to TV and the famous composer Mohammed Abdel Wahab, with whom she would collaborate. Nagwa starred in many movies and television productions. She was the first dancer to wear yard-long glass beaded fringe on her belts and to dance with 40-50 musicians behind her—both testaments to her stature and success. During her 15-year collaboration with choreographer Mohammed Khalil, she staged many innovative and, (she was careful to point out) expensive theatrical dance productions.

Mohammed was recruited to the National Troupe after a dance instructor caught him copying some tap dance steps he had just observed, standing outside a class. After that he studied dance ten hours a day he said, miming a ballet plie exercise, and after a  year, became a soloist for the troupe. As researcher for the company he visited the rural towns and villages, documenting, recording and writing down the regional dances of Egypt and determining the differences in nuance and style. Throughout his prolific career he choreographed and produced 9000 performances worldwide.

The evening closed with awards give to each of the four guest artists to honor their achievements and contributions to the art of Middle Eastern dance.

The academic papers and symposium portions of the conference took place on Saturday and Sunday mornings. Presentations delved into such topics as historical influences, authenticity vs. innovation, Western interpretation and transformation of Oriental Dance, Middle Eastern dance instruction in Western colleges, and a panel on Standardization of Terminology. The last was of particular personal interest and I hope to expand on it in a later article.

Saturday and Sunday afternoons featured 4-hour master classes with the star presenters. The workshop with Fahmy and Reda was my favorite. The technique and choreography taught was oriental dance with a sophisticated, refined styling. Reda’s choreography is very “steppy” with lots of travel and direction changes. The use of arabesques and chainer turns called for ballet-precision. The juxtaposition of these against Oriental’s sultry hip circles and undulations presented an exciting challenge in quick, distinct changes in movement quality. Many standard bellydance steps were done with a straighter supporting leg, calling for a subtler definition of movement and more muscular control, imbuing traditional moves with a more sophisticated and balletic feel. 

The session finished up with a playful fishermen’s dance from the Suez region of Egypt. This folkloric style is not recognizable as bellydance and isn’t, though it shares certain travelling steps and isolations. The dancer moves around with a step-together-step pattern while miming coiling a rope around the forearm, a fish swimming through the water, or moving the arms side to side in large overhead arcs (like casting a net?). As the rhythm speeds up the dancer begins to step-kick, step-kick in place with quick movements of the lower leg that are borrowed from the Charleston.

Nagwa and Mohammed taught the Sunday afternoon master class which I did not enjoy as much as the previous one. It consisted mostly in trying to emulate the dance star’s expressiveness. Nagwa couldn’t seem to remember the choreography that Khalil was teaching so she just changed things each time through according to how she felt. To be fair, she had an old knee injury which prevented her from dancing (she is retired from dancing and now produces movies) so it was amazing that she was up there at all.

The choreography was meant to be a veil opening, simple but very grand (if you happened to be her). I found 300 dancers parading around a gymnasium trying to act like Nagwa Fouad to be a little horrifying—it takes a rare personality to carry it off, and most of us just don’t have that kind of “star quality”. 

Saturday and Sunday evenings featured shows of an overall high caliber. Considering the preponderance of lay and amateur bellydance productions normally available to the general, uninformed public, it was inspiring and satisfying to see so many pieces and artists presenting oriental dance in its highest form. On Sunday, Americans Aisha Ali and Morocco gave retrospectives of their careers and were honored with awards commemorating  their contributions to Middle Eastern dance. Both were involved in ME dance when it was just beginning to take hold in North America in the 60s, and both have done extensive research and video documentation of traditional dances of the Middle East. They performed in the Sunday show along with other guest dancers.

Monday morning saw the wrap-up session of the conference at which participants divided into groups to discuss possible action plans for addressing the following issues: Positive Public Image, Communication & Networking, Education, Terminology/Standardization, Archival/Preservation, and Resources. This conference certainly laid down a high water mark for those involved in furthering the art form and provided an invaluable opportunity for education, networking and inspiration. I gained a deeper understanding of the traditional elements of the form as well as a broader vision of how it continues to evolve. The caliber of performance and academia was truly overwhelming and gave me an inkling as to the extent of work, research and dedication that has been going on in this exciting world of Middle Eastern dance.

� Yasmina Ramzy is the director of Arabesque Academy in Toronto and the artistic director of Arabesque Dance Company. ADC is the leading Middle Eastern dance ensemble in Canada, performing to traditional music performed by the Arabesque Orchestra and receiving funding from the Canada Council.





� Oriental Dance, danse orientale – proper name for Egyptian bellydance (as distinct from American Tribal bellydance). Interchangeable with raks sharqi.





� Raks sharqi – Arabic for, dance of the East or Oriental dance. Term used by Middle Easterners and Europeans for what North Americans call “bellydance”. Raks sharqi should not be confused with raks sha’abi (folkloric dance) as it is in fact a contemporary stage form that has its roots in regional folk dance and music styles but refines and combines them with a wider movement vocabulary including ballet and jazz influences and use of staging and choreography. A possible comparison for us would be to say raks sharqi is to raks sha’abi what ballet is to square dance or Irish dance. In its highest form it is a sophisticated and refined dance discipline that has developed in this century and is very different from what is seen in the average Greek restaurant bellydance show.





� This attitude of co-opting and re-creating through personal interpretation brings up a whole other article topic on the distinctions between true oriental dance and its American cousin, which I hope to provide in a later issue.








Venus has been studying Middle Eastern and Western dance for 20 years. In addition to independent studies in Muscle Balance & Function, Touch for Health and Enhanced Learning, she studied modern, ballet, dance history, movement analysis and choreography at Simon Fraser University. Venus plans to continue her studies by pursuing an Art & Culture major and kinesiology minor at SFU.





Based in Vancouver, BC, she devotes herself full-time to the dissemination and development of the art form with ongoing classes for beginner to advanced students and a busy weekly performance schedule. Drawing on her diverse background, she is the creator of such innovative courses as Bellydancing the Chakras and Middle Eastern Dance Instructor Training. For more information on Venus and bellydance in general, please see her website: www.venusbellydance.com.











