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Our Star is Nabila Sabha from Germany  - Workshops arranged with London Belly dance 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.flamencodescalzo.com/" \t "_blank" 
Valerie Romanin


 HYPERLINK "http://www.wix.com/arenabd/arena-belly-dancer" \t "_blank" Arena 
Ashnah


 HYPERLINK "http://sites.google.com/site/ashnahbellydancegroup/" \t "_blank" Rita Maria
Sacha Tremain


 HYPERLINK "http://www.belly-dancer.net/" \t "_blank" Caasi
and our own team member Shariff Jouma
and introducing Daniel Vais 
See video clip courtesy of Nashwan Media
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P10Ak9D7Mmo 
Another magical night, it passed in a twinkle but the memory of it lingers like the scent of Jasmine and Mimosa perfuming the evening air…… I arrived early to great intrigue, speculation  and curiosity from the general public who were startled to see some buxom wenches in outrageous outfits and bustles -sashaying their way “knowingly” down the streets, strutting like Madames in houses I won’t mention (and have never visited if you know what I mean!),  This was my formal introduction to Ashnah. Unforgettable, They caused a real stir, if only the Press had been there it would have made the evening news! Quickly claiming their seats they settled down nicely -oblivious to the effect that they had on us all – and we KNOW what to expect but were enormously drawn to their presence. Their initial impact continued morphing seamlessly into their group dance, I don’t quite know how to describe it, a mixture of tribal, Egyptian, can can, carousing, display, showing off, flirting, and audience interaction to a shameless Balkan beats track which was as noisy unrelenting and boisterous as the group themselves. Perfection indeed. They drew great admiration and delight from us all, and they deserved it! Highly entertaining!  
Ashnah are a colourful ATS Tribal and Middle Eastern Bellydance Performance Group based in Oxfordshire, whose aim is to share these beautiful styles of dance with as many people as possible.  The group work hard at the improvised American Tribal Style (ATS), choreograph their own fusion and bellydance numbers, and have recently started offering customised ATS tribal workshops.

This was followed by a solo later on by Rita Maria. I had the great pleasure to meet her at Oxford Belly dance Bonanaza the year before. A warm imposing lady who I was very drawn to and who has since come many times to our nights despite the long journey. Her piece was about “Delaa”. I realized that many of our audience love this dance but some are unaware of the culture, so I wasted no time in finding someone who could embody this principle to great effect and my victim this time was Beatrice Curtis.  Sequestered with the JWAAD Mafia including the Grand Dame herself Josephine Wise, she did not realize that she would be part of our show, but our audience IS part of this experience and as a regular she knows this.  She rose to the challenge and showed this archetype off (It means flirt) parading up and down very winsomely! Thanks dear!   Rita is an English national originally from Lebanon who found Middle Eastern dancing quite unexpectedly and is totally besotted with it!!  She naturally veers to upbeat, foot stomping / hand clapping baladi rhythms and love slow sensuous taqasims.. She describes herself as “a work in progress” there was something of the Milemaa (Boss lady) about her dance, she is very strong!     
Team member Shariff danced twice, the audience just loves him. He opened our night with a lovely welcoming number (as the name suggests; Salemat)   and in Part 2 he returned to his roots and used a song associated with his childhood, A very old song called Lolaki, it was a one hit wonder from Libya, but many of the audience were familiar with it and were singing along to it, including his ecstatic family who were whooping their delight.  I watched him in great admiration, he is really coming into his stride as a performer and you cannot help yourself from being drawn to him on stage. He has enormous presence and feeling. He just shines, I know you have heard all this before, but it’s true. Now I want to push him more to diversify….
Caasi took the stage, recently crowned 2nd place winner of The Miss Bellydance UK 2011 competition. She is a London based dancer who started her career as a professional contemporary dancer before being lured into the sparkly and exotic world of bellydance. She predominantly performs at parties, weddings and corporate events, but whenever possible loves to perform at haflas and showcases. She danced twice and each time wore beautiful costume that drew questions and enquiries from a number of the professionals in our audience. Her dancing has evolved a lot since I first saw when we held auditions for Oojami who were looking for more dancers for their band. As a gorgeous traditional type belly dancer her impact was striking and some new chaps who looked middle eastern were finding it hard to contain their excitement every time she approached where they were sitting, hands outstretched in salutation and encouragement and yearning to join in but not quite knowing our protocols and customs. They got their wish and she permitted them to dance with her for a brief moment. This happens only occasionally at our events, it is down to the performer as it is their space. These chaps featured later on too – more on that when I get to our star.
Turkish Gypsy up next with Sacha, I really like her dancing and it’s a shame she lives so far away (Bristol). She adds magic to our nights! Dancing for 8 years specialising in Turkish style, particularly Turkish Roma, and improvisation, she has performed in restaurants, festivals, weddings, parties and theatres to both live and recorded music. I think she will have a great future and recommend her. The appetite for performers is dominated by Egyptian style, so if you can specialise in others disciplines it really makes you stand out. She impressed many- especially the cogniscenti. She loses herself in her dancing, this is good, but as she develops further I would like to see more of the fire in her projection as this really engages our audience.
London based Stalwart Valerie Romanin returned to us with some Flamenco Oriental with a touch of Cabaret and Barefoot Flamenco. Dramatic music (with darker themes eg one piece was called Kali) new costumes and even stronger stage presence delighted us all. I recall when I first met her, many years ago now, things have moved on considerably for her, she teaches a lot at major UK festivals, performs everywhere and has really engaged more with the performance side of this dance. I am a big fan and she knows it.  She has a deceptive quality where one suspects she may be contained but as she gets going she becomes more and more commanding and she quietly entices you towards her. This is unusual for a performer as many “go for it” especially the more ambitious -yearning to stake their claim on the stage, Valerie is low key in comparison but her aim is silent and true. Before you know it she has stolen your attention and respect without you even realizing it. Bravo!!!!  French born, Valérie Romanin is the creator of Flamenco Descalzo®, also called barefoot flamenco. Her style, truly unique, is a blend of elements from Flamenco, Belly dance and Gypsy dances. 
Arena’s introduction to us was in contrast, intense and dramatic. Her Latin background evident in her looks, theatrics and ability enabled her to attack the stage and give her all and win the prize for doing so. She was most impressive and I think that she will go far. Again another dancer that lives so far away (Milton Keynes area). Praised for her natural talent and her never ending energy. Her style is both, vivacious and elegant with an Egyptian but also modern style hints. Arena is an experienced dancer with training in several dance styles including ballet, flamenco and salsa. The musicians and singers with us that night greatly appreciated her efforts and ability. 

Daniel Vais was also new to our stage. However he is a friend and known to many of the Team, despite his being abroad a lot, I have been campaigning to get him into our shows for years- having seen his natural ability in our disco. But he is just so busy. Irrepressibly energetic, lively, sensitive, kindly and enthusiastic, as a Dancer he brings much to our stage. Currently based in London he spends most of the year touring internationally. He is the creative director of Culture Device, a dance activist, social choreographer and a teacher. He uses belly dance as a form of performance art, focusing on the holistic and spiritual aspects of it. 
This is/was of great interest to me as I too have esoteric hobbies and interests. His first dance for us opening Part 2 was a dance ritual for purification and ascension of our planet and also for the individuals watching and their families. Now I could not just say the words and introduce him, a lot more was needed than that. First I had to create “ritual space” by becoming more grounded myself, allowing that intention to flow into the audience and invite them into that space with their permission, and then provide options for those that did not want to be part of this space. And then -when that space had been achieved to then invite him on stage. 
Having checked with him before creating that space, it was immediately apparent that he had achieved the connection as he was shining, calm and focused. It impacted quite deeply on me and “tagged” me energetically to go into the performance space and hold it with his intention. It was a first for me to be in such a position at our shows, and yet if felt very natural at the same time. It is not often I share my esoteric side with this column’s readers, but Daniel is very special, I felt it (and I even knew that beforehand) but when he entered that space others felt and saw what he was doing. Shrouded with a black veil. with kohl around his dark eyes, he passed through the audience in quiet invocation, his hands in supplication and surrender. All around were silent witnesses to his entreaties, respectfully holding that space. It really was quite magical.  The music was by Mostafa Sax, another friend of mine from the “olden days” sadly now passed on.  Daniel’s later dance was in marked contrast where he zipped around in gay abandon celebrating his love for this dance, creating a really happy vibe that people readily and welcomingly bought into.  Lovely!
Now sitting in our audience were our chosen musicians and singers for the live music nights along with the manager of a dancer I worked with at The Royal Lancaster (Safar Yusry) and my good friend over from Cairo- Emad Rasheedy, who we had regular parties with before I became a mother and he went to Cairo…… their presence created quite a buzz.  I recounted a story how one of them had taken me out for a “special night” and unbelievably that meant McDonalds! What a let down! I was all dressed up and ended up rubbing shoulders with the hoi polloi. However I am not naming the rotter – yet! But there was much speculation as to his identity……. A number of those that I worked with are no longer with us having passed away: Mehe Caire (flute) Sukkar (accordion), Safar Yusry (dancer), Mostafa Sax (saxophone)  and Samir Bin Yameen (req) and many face retirement and ill health, clubs are closed down, the Arab patrons having moved elsewhere as London is expensive and cold and rainy. If we don’t resurrect the live music tradition now we never will, at least not with this generation of Artists who have put in a good 30-50 years each- if not more. This is why I launched live music nights, I want to share the joy of these nights before it is too late……. I hope that you are able to share in the joy of these evenings so you can be part of this amazing experience.
So this leads me to our wonderful delicious and charismatic star: Nabila Sabha who worked in London at some of the clubs I used to go to…. I first was aware of her more than 10 years ago when she took the UK belly dance scene by storm.  She was featured in last month’s Nafoura and I had the privilege to meet her in person in Germany at World of Orient Festival in March this year (also reviewed in Nafoura last month). What a pleasure it was to get to know her “off duty” she made a huge impact on us especially Sabeena. As an Arab woman (Jordanian) and a seasoned performer she brought a lot to the table. 

Based in Berlin (Germany) she is a professional performer and dancer for over 20 years and works at international Festivals such as Ahlan wa Sahlan and Nile Group in Cairo. She organizes one of the biggest Festivals of Germany “BAZAR ORIENTAL” which has been going over 12 years now.  An important part of this Festival is the unique live music competition "Miss Bellydance of Europe" for professional dancers accompanied by the Baladi Blues Ensemble and Guy Schalom.
She did one long set. This has been a feature of ours this year :big international names (Ranya Renee of New York City,  and Outi of Cairo). It makes sense at this level to do one long set rather than 6 minutes here and there. This affords them the chance to “really get going”. Anyhow- she took no prisoners and as you can imagine captivated us all. Adding gestures and singing (as an Arab she understands all the songs) she added something unique to our nights. Energetic, polished, deeply expressive, unrelenting in her mission to give her all, she outdid all of our expectations that were already very high. All the musicians want to know when she is coming back and when they can work with her as they recognised her talent. She established herself at the Top of her Game. She interacted beautifully with the audience and this added even more lustre to our nights. She had antenna to know who to pick that would yield the most to her show and to our nights (see the video clip). Her presence drew the Greats of this Community (Vashti and Jo Wise to name a few) as well as so many teachers –perhaps 20% of our audience or more were teachers. The only concern I had was the boisterous chaps who looked as if they were going to join in, she quickly scotched that hope (so was completely in charge of her space) however when they dipped in to their pockets it looked as if they were about to shower her with money, so a keen sentinel on duty I immediately dealt with this (we do not encourage or promote tipping though I acknowledge that this is part of Arab culture). However whilst they got the message it did not diminish their enthusiasm in any way, and funnily enough they ended up being part of our show too, see the last clip on Nashwan’s video: A dancer takes them on and reduces them to helpless laughter……….all in a good humoured way.  No one knew who these chaps were, but you never know what is going to happen at our nights and the audience’s contribution is a valuable, entertaining and welcome addition to our shows. We are not just a night out, in a way we are a club where members know each other, and many come on their own knowing they will see or make so many friends……

Nabila offered workshops hosted by Johara of London Belly dance after our show and by all accounts attendees are still raving about them. I am still getting messages about when is she coming back….. so watch this space.

The 3 original members of Planet Egypt were all under the same roof: Yvette Cowles and Vashti and I started this journey almost 10 years ago now. Whilst I am “holding the baby” it would never have happened without them, so it was my great pleasure to see my former partners and good friends at this show……
A nice unexpected and rewarding acknowledgement for the night came from Jo Wise who we have been trying to lure down our way for quite a long time (9 years!) who really enjoyed the night. One of the Founding members of our Community she is a major contributor to the UK dance scene, and she also many years ago had tried her hand at monthly/regular events like ours, this morphed into Fantasia and her “Empire”. I met Jo at her wedding maybe over 20 years ago now, and to receive an acknowledgement like this really was a great honour, and whilst I received it personally, Planet Egypt is successful due to my amazing team (who one by one are featured every month in Nafoura), amazing performers, and an enthusiastic audience, and tremendous good will from the Community. So I am the messenger passing this on to all of you, we love what we do, thanks so much for believing in us and supporting us, and enabling us to continue doing what we love for over 9 years……ullulululululululululul (zagarut!)
A thrilling night, one of our best, our thanks to all those who were part of it, knowingly or unknowingly. See the clip of what you missed here courtesy of Nashwan Media 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P10Ak9D7Mmo
