Live Music Events with Planet Egypt         Friday May 13
Singers: Abdul Salam Kheir and Yasmin Alfyha
Musicians: Emad Shakir, Sherif, and Ibrahim

Performers: Nawarra and Shafeek Ibrahim

For our first night I chose Arab dancers, who are terrific performers and also good friends:
See photos on my facebook account (Anne White)


Nawarra described as a Moroccan She Devil and admired by Fifi Abdou, Nagwa Fouad and Randa Kamel (I was there and I know!). A Leeds based exuberant full on dancer trained in the Theatre and Performing Arts. Chosen especially as she is loved and admired by our audience and is also very entertaining 
Shafeek Ibrahim From London, Egyptian supremo, an Egyptian Dance Master and the youngest male dance talent to come from Egypt. He is an International performer, teacher, choreographer who is renowned for his dynamic performance and excellent teaching skills. He is also is Director of the highly acclaimed Arabian Dance Theatre show. Shafeek is the UK's only professionally trained Arabian Folklore dancer and Tanoura artist (Egyptian whirling dervish). Bursting with fiery energy and an open heart he will give a performance worthy of his reputation. 

Dead or Alive?
In creating and preparing for this I do believe it was a more intense experience than giving birth and even though that was 16 years ago I still remember the contractions. I have never worked so hard in my life to make something happen. Yet I thought I should sleep walk it given the 9 years of monthly shows, and prior to that I had been running events for my students for years too. So I was already bringing a lot to the table:
A brand name that was well known
Years of events experience

A fantastic well equipped and resourceful Team

Handpicked Phenomenal performers

An audience that had been following me for years

A venue that we were already established in

I knew all the musicians very well indeed
The only unknown was our female singer Yasmin and I had already checked her out!!!!

So why was it such hard work then? I believe a combination of factors that I will address another time as it is indicative of the UK scene at the moment. This is in a separate article!
Firstly: Was there a demand for this? Yes unequivocally! We have been featuring live music on a regular basis for a long time. When we do the turn out is amazing and the feedback has always been brilliant. So this ticked the right boxes!

Secondly we moved the Live Music to a Friday night, in response to years of requests from our audience “could we do something at the weekend instead then please?” This also made sense so that our audience can stay longer to make the most of the whole experience. The feedback was definitely looking good!

Thirdly: The calibre of our musicians and singers and performers was top class. You cannot get better. So we were offering a quality night. Between us all almost 300 years of expertise

Fourth Price. Our normal nights are £10 Advance booking for this night was £15. Superb value, and not long ago this sum would have been the usual surcharge for patrons of the London night club scene. So then-affordable/within budget

All my advertising was established in advance and my campaign per month reached 25,000 people. Not all London/UK based though. I received a tremendous level of support and good will from those in the Community. You cannot underestimate this, -it is exceptional in my life time!
Challenges

The biggest challenge was slow ticket sales, but the deadline for advanced booking changed all that, and we also had a good turn out on the night too. Also the first event is always the hardest to do as there are no precedents to fall back on. Lastly the advertising campaign was exhausting, it was the first one we have ever done so incredibly our name/branding has been created by word of mouth.  I knew we had to have a campaign though as were trying to do something new and coming from an advertising and marketing background though it gave me a head start. Finally I do have an exceptional team but I am the one that does all the admin and their role is mostly performed on the night itself.
So that is the Labour out of the way! What then about the Delivery?

It was marvellous to just have time to actually dress up as I don’t normally work on Fridays so thus the whole process of preparation had a ritualistic feel to it.  In the Old days when I worked on a regular basis with Arab bands I would always wear a long dress and strive to look as glamorous as possible. So this for me was a repeat of my past. I arrived early and prepared for the evening by lighting charcoal and burning frankincense. This served dual purposes of creating an energetic resonance that would set the tone for the night, and also it enabled me to greet visitors and envelope them in it’s fragrance. This is part of Arab culture and is very much appreciated. With the right words it can also be used to banish “unwelcome visitors”.  By that I mean Djinns and unwanted spirits. But that’s another story, and besides we weren’t expecting any!
We downscaled the team (to 12) as so many tickets had been booked in advance and we let our audience choose their seats, a big departure from our normal procedures. As the night was less hectic as there were only 2 performers I felt totally relaxed as there was very little to do. This freed me up to socialise which I greatly enjoyed. 

I did not know what to expect as this was our first live music show. It surprised me that people arrived mostly after 8pm as normally we get full by that time on a Thursday night. Everyone was relaxed, upbeat and greatly anticipating the night. An interesting mix of our normal audience -Lots of belly dance regulars including a big turn out of teachers from all over the UK, about 15% of our total audience were teachers, Arab men and women that come every month without fail, plus lots of new faces that had responded to my advertising campaign. Lots of Egyptian Professionals, some Moroccan ladies who were lovely to watch, quiet Kuwaiti males  who arose every now and then to shuffle along doing their national dance. It was an interesting spectacle to bring all these worlds together: the belly dance crowd went crazy of course, and many of the (new) Arabs looked on in bemused curiosity, and the celebratory feel of the night gradually drew them in and eventually they were singing along and reminiscing about “the olden days”.
I planned the night in 2 halves with dances and a singer in each, all punctuated by as much dancing as possible in between hence only having 2 performers. The Singers welcomed the audience to dance as well. Many dancers hardly sat down all night such was their passion. Musicians being creatures of habit needed a meal in between to fortify themselves and in this interlude our Egyptian DJ Tamer outdid himself and filled the dance floor to entirety using lots of Sha3bi rough street music with a heavy stomping beat in direct contrast to the classical approach taken by the musicians…….
Having created the right space with Frankincense it was natural for us to take this mystic theme through to the first dance and Shafeek performed the Tannoura for us. He is so amazing I love watching him dance. Accompanied by the Ayoub rhythm he whirled and surrendered as it demanded. This rhythm is Folkoric, named/inspired by a Holy man called Ayoub who suffered greatly from ringworm (I believe) and his devoted wife supported him loyally for years throughout his travails, seeking a cure and in recompense for cutting her long and highly prized hair as an Act of Faith, God cured him.  The whirling that is part of this dance is connected to the Sufi (mystical branch of Islam) tradition in which chanting God’s name and whirling brings His Grace down channelled by the dancer into all those witnessing/nearby.
Next to take the stage was Singer Abdul Salam Kheir opening with Ala rimsh Ayouna (she winked at me) a rousing song with a lively beat and the floor was filled in no time at all by eager dancers. This Lebanese Supremo studied music at the Lebanese Conservatoire, specialising in Mouwashahat (classical Arab song) as a singer and oud player. Internationally renowned with a powerful Mawaal, he has a huge repertoire and easily recreates Abdul Halim Hafez’s hits. The Arab ladies stormed the floor to show off their moves and he worked the crowd beautifully going around and amongst them singing the choruses with them and making our night even more special. And every time I saw one of the ladies flag I wasted no time in encouraging them to rejoin us dancing. This tactic was very successful but they paced themselves more as the night drew on.  
Adbul sang the odd Khaleegy song that the Kuwaiti males responded well too, they were so so contained it caught my eye, shuffling along holding hands looking at the floor, exchanging a few words, twice round the room then they would sit down, and then a few minutes later repeat the manoeuvre. I normally see Arab males last the whole song so this was something unusual for me to witness, but I did not have any answers for this and neither did my twin who lived in the area for 5 years or more.
When the band were playing unaccompanied -the drummer Sheriff would spot a lady “giving it her all” and accentuate his drumming in response to her. This delighted her no end, and soon all the other ladies were in on this game. He did not tire and as well as his tabla had brought his whole drum kit including big cymbals along. His big smile lit up the room and matched the delight of the then tired but happy dancers.
Shafeek returned to do some male stick dance (with 2 sticks) for us using a heavy Saidi rhythmn. I had hoped that we would hear Ana Saidi (I am a real Saidi -I am telling you) but not all the band knew this track and so we had a medley including the well known Binti bayda (the white girl). His contribution to our show was very strategic in that I am (trying to) promote Arab culture which is very important to me, and is a big part of my teaching practise. Also my twin speaks fluent Arabic, having lived for many years in Arabic countries she is conversant with customs, cultures and protocols and is thus a great asset to me. Additionally Shafeek is exceptional at what he does and he added a lot of polish and lustre to our night.
Nawarra then took the stage for an Oriental number “Khariat Finjan”. Anyone who has lived in the middle east will know the ritual of the fortune teller using the small cup of arab coffee and with the dregs left at the bottom can divine portents that will entertain and enthrall the clients she has.  To the surprise of the band who were expecting her to stand near them so that they could follow her signals, she quickly abandoned them and whizzed around the audience carousing with them and being very mischevious, and this was lapped up with relish. She returned to the band who watched her execute moves that I had never seen her do before, that were incredibly musical and I wondered whether she was adding some Moroccan overtones to them…….
Our last Singer was Syrian Yasmin Alfyha, again internationally acclaimed and classically trained. She impressed all the Arab ladies that I spoke to with the power and quality of her voice. She sang different songs than Abdul did, and included a few of Warda’s including the perennial “Haram te hebek” (It is forbidden for me to love you) always a floor filler, and some Iraqi debkes too. Something for the guys and something for the girls. I dragged up Meret for a rousing version of Ghana El Hawa (Abdul Halim Hafez: Love has brought us together) and the words of this song are really moving,  in a way the love of this music and art had brought us all together that night.

As a first event it went down very well, the feedback has been amazing. The quality of the night has drawn the most compliments, I am fortunate that having worked with the best I only want to continue doing so. Also many of the Arabs that were new to us are definitely coming back as it is a respectable and entertaining night out for them with a difference – seeing the UK belly dancers give their all unashamedly and with gusto- which they greatly enjoyed.  The belly dancers in return felt a new dimension had been added to their knowledge of the dance and that was the culture behind it which is noticeably absent for the most part in the UK scene.

I arranged for and chose the majority of the music that night (apart from the Singers and dancers contribution) and for the most part it worked well. I also knew that the band were familiar with them and this would lessen the rehearsal time. It was a Takht ensemble as there was not a duff, and so this reflected the quality and perception of the event as well as the music choices.
All of the musicians worked in the UK Arab club scene which is how I met them all apart from Yasmin who I met via the Nile Band. A challenge for me was now they are working in my world not theirs, I have to incorporate what works best for my events. In deference to them this time we tried to recreate what they are used to doing,  and this normally would mean that the night finishes very late indeed……as it was our first time I had no way of knowing how long our audience would stay. Inevitably a lot of the audience especially those going back to the South Coast and to Cambridge had to catch trains and it also meant that they missed some of our night by doing so.  So the next event will maximise the appeal of the Singers and dancers so that the full show will be completed by midnight and disco thereafter until 1am.
Our next event is Friday July 15th. Details are here http://www.planetegypt.co.uk/live_music_events.shtml
Advance tickets are only £15 until midnight Sunday10 July after which price increases to £20

You can buy them on line, or by post or at my classes
The Performers are: 
Daphne Pena Influential teachers have been Jillina, Zahra Zuhair, Shareen El Safy, Yasmina of Cairo and Raqia Hassan.  Regular trips to Cairo insure that Daphne's teaching is up to date with modern Egyptian standards and technique.  Coming from a ballet/modern dance and theatrical background, Daphne's style incorporates a western dance and storytelling influence mixed with Egyptian motives. 
And me!!!!! I felt that I really should show my hand and it has been a long time since I danced at one of my events. So much so that many in our audience did not know I was a dancer at all!
I do hope that you can come and join us for another magical evening…..
