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Helen 
Sarah Malik
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and live music with the glorious John Sleiman
And Egyptian maestro of tablas:Farouk el Safi and Ali 
Sadly Ranya Renee of New York cannot join us . This time! But watch out for 2011!! 

But we were thrilled to include at the last moment a fab E gyptian band line up 
headed by Gamal on the org and my favourite singer Abdul Salam Kheir
What a fabulous and unexpected treat for us all 

Our last show of the year is one that always gets the Party season mood going, and revs us all up, I really love our November shows, and this month was no exception, if anything it delivered far more than I had ever dreamed or allowed myself to.
Every month since the Summer I have had to deal with “the unknown” and unexpected, as you might recall! This month it was a Completely New Venue. All the old stuff had gone, all the cosy oriental themed fabric that adorned the pillars, columns and ceiling had been discarded, along with the low stools etc. I knew it was coming but did not know it would be there on our night. The new look is more sophisticated, more adult, somewhat slicker and cooler. New seats, new colours, new themes, still the oriental theme and artefacts that you would expect, but somehow different, it made me wish that I had said goodbye to the “old” place.  
But don’t let me get maudlin, as this new décor suits us better. Visibility and sight lines have improved, taller dancers can now use props without hitting the ceiling as it is no longer tented. Of course the lighting man was a little flummoxed and it may take time to get the right colours on our dancers.
There had been a number of twists and turns for example Ranya Renee of New York City at the last moment could not come, this was announced before the night, but there was an amazing replacement. More on that later.

Queen of the Night was Angela Wooi and her amazing group Anaconda. They are fantastic, well trained, slightly quirky, strong characters and strong dancers with great imagination and flair. Opening our night with a comedy Pirate dance they perfectly set the mood of celebration fun and surprises. I know that Anaconda put on a good show, but this month they outdid themselves.  There were many Arabs in the front rows enjoying the night but not quite getting the Pirate ideas. Their faces were a picture especially when the “male” pirates showed off their “fake furry chests” (see the video clip link! Splendid). 
Anaconda did a number of dances for us, they really are very talented and versatile. They did a Sha’abi piece and a Romany Gypsy dance. Having received the music beforehand I identified it as Greek, and luckily being fluent in Greek (a misspent youth) I knew how to pronounce it perfectly. Had I done it in phonetic Arabic then I would have been arrested for obscenity and public disorder ! Don’t ask I am too polite to say!  Anaconda are a Kent based group , who are one of the most versatile and greatly sought after  Belly dance troupes in the South East. They perform in a variety of styles including Egyptian Oriental and Folkloric / theatrical/ Gothic fusion and Romany .and I definitely recommend them.
We were delighted to welcome stalwart audience regular Sarah Malik who never misses a show, and this time was performing for us for the first time, a rousing Maghrebi piece. When I announced her name there were many whoops and zagaruts to salute her. As a regular to our shows she knows everyone and they know her!  She is a very gentle soul, and has a lot of natural sweetness that comes across when she performs. She gave it her all and ensured she traversed the whole place for good measure. She is a London based, Moroccan born belly dancer who genuinely brings the warmth and colour of her home country to her performance. She has completed the JWAAD (Josephine Wise Academy of Arabic Dance) Teacher Training Foundation Course, and was runner up at the Pyramid Awards in Edinburgh, Organized by Fereshteh Hosseini,.

Sarah teaches and performs across London and specializes in Moroccan sha'abi, Egyptian baladi, saidi and khaligee styles. Sarah organizes monthly shows "Oriental Dance Shows" with the help of the lovely and incorrigible Behiye.

Shema returned to us and executed a powerful mini show that started with baladi aseel (traditional baladi) and finished with a drum solo whilst standing on a tabla.

UK based she has taught and performed internationally, including being part of the world-renowned Arabesque Dance Company and Orchestra run by Yasmina Ramzy in Canada. Since returning to England, Shema has opened the Dar Tangerina Academy in Bristol- the UK’s first permanent studio dedicated purely to Middle Eastern Dance and Music. This professional studio features classes and workshops for all levels with Shema and guests instructors such as Ozgen and Bozenka ,as well as percussion classes with the wonderful Chas Whitaker. Shema also specialises in Tannoura from Egypt and Tanjaoua Sha’abi from Morocco. It is always a pleasure to see her dance as she has a style not often seen in the UK and she becomes more and more polished and accomplished every time I see her.

Drumming for us that night we had the maestro himself Farouk El Safi, a classical Egyptian Tabla virtuoso and one of the most famous tabla players in London today. His contribution in the field of percussion and in the music world at large is highly appreciated. 
 In 1982 Farouk was approached by the BBC to record his music alongside violinist Abdul Ali. The BBC asked Farouk, Abdul Ali and Naht Sabr to play arabic music for the first time on television. After this Farouk was asked to play at the Royal Albert Hall and The Queen Elizabeth, for famous Arabic singers. 


In 1994, Farouk El Safi was one of the Arabic musicians who were invited by Robert Plant and Jimmy Page (Ex-Led Zeppelin) to work on their reunion album. Farouk was awarded a Gold Thena Platinum disc . He has played for :Warda Al Jazairia, Farid El Attrash, Abdul Halim Hafiz, Shadia, Hani Shaker (his early career), Adaweya, Sheriffa Fadel and more... During Farouk's career he also had the pleasure of playing for Samia Gamal, Nahid Sabri, Fifi Abdu, Mona Said, Lucy, Zinaat Elwy and other known Bellydancers in Egypt and abroad

Farouk and I go back many years, he was part of the amazing ensemble at London’s Cave de Roi, sadly now closed, that I used to regularly visit. And also he played at my favourite club Abo Hammad sadly now closed, where I enjoyed many a night !!! He is such a gentle soul, a real sweetie, and of course very talented to boot!
Farouk’s protégé Ali also joined. Ali just loves the Tabla and the different amazing and beautiful looks. His own collection of tablas chosen carefully and bought from all around the world by the best Tabla makers from Egypt (Cairo) Hasan and Turkey (Istanbul) by Emin. He is a real connoisseur.  Ali Kirdar has been actively and seriously involved in drumming for few years now.  His mentor the master Farouk El Safi has been giving him all the tips on how to drum with love and make the audience enjoy his technique and performance.
Eva Green has been spicing up her repertoire and this time we saw a Dina-esque tribute using the track epnoymous to the lady herself. Eva always takes her performances seriously and puts a lot of work and thought in them. She is the Artistic director of the Spirit of the Orient dance troupe, founder of the Art of Bellyance Academy, and partner in Bellyworld, a bi montly London showcase “Silk Route”.  A talented and gifted musician (she plays the western flute) she is the only person I know who has Three Degrees to her name. Every time we feature her she does something very different viva Diva Eva !!
In the house strutting like a peacock was John Sleiman, fresh from a 4 hour journey from native Swindon, bursting with energy and enthusiasm,  desperate to make up for lost time, complete with tabla and carousing with the dancers who all know him well. For he gives us his all, and his approach being direct, occasionally sarcastic but always with a twinkle in his eyes invites the dancers to “do their worst”. He is indestructible and has more energy that anyone I have ever met. I thought that I was hyper. I am no where near his league!  
John just loves coming along to our events, he is the perfect Party Animal that all good occasions need to have to be remembered.  He is part of our furniture now and we all love having him.  Last time we had the pleasure was a year ago, and I remember that night well for it is the only show in 8 years that started without me. My twin read the audience’s mood and whilst I was outside having a pre show cigarette decided that live music could start right then, and I was outside hearing the live music and I thought “surely not….?” It is a measure of the good will and esteem that I hold them both in that I was grateful they had the audience’s best needs at heart and that they lived to tell the tale!!!  He also bought his org which he played with gusto. Accompanied by Farouk and Ali. during the break the audience packed the floor to breaking point relishing the opportunity to dance to live music. 
John is a talented Lebanese musician, who plays Keyboard, Aoud, and specialises in Drumming, he is well-known to, and has drummed for, many of the top dancers in the UK.  He teaches drum workshops, and is renowned for his entertaining and knowledgeable teaching style.  He has taught and performed at many of the Main UK festivals including London Fantasia, Brighton Orient, East Midlands Bellydance Extravaganza, Raqs Brittannia, Majma and Glastonbury Festival. 

John runs a successful building and carpentry business in Swindon for the last 26 years,(does fabulous kitchens and bathrooms!) and  music is his hobby!

John’s talented daughter Helen returned to us   At 20 years old, she is our youngest performer ever. She is a dynamic, creative dancer who is predominantly self taught.  Helen is also a talented musician and uses this skill to mix together her performance music which is always memorable, once she used “Trust in Me” from the Jungle Book, and this time she used Harry Potter type music. It’s great that she dances for us as she is amazing and we hope she has a long and successful dance career ahead. John as the proud Dad accompanied her on the tabla whilst she danced for us.

Our last dancer was the lovely Nikki who danced twice that night using well known and well loved tracks:  Zai el Hawa and Tahtil Shbak. Again John accompanied Nikki too on the tabla and Nikki used an assaya stick for her last dance.

Nikki Livermore is a dynamic, fun and very thorough JWAAD (Josephine Wise Academy of Arabic Dance) trained dance teacher since 1989. She lives in the Swindon area, teaching weekly classes nearby, and workshops throughout the UK. Her speciality being “Modern Egyptian Cabaret”, “Dancing to live tabla”. and “Saaidi stick”.  

Nikki visits Cairo 3 or 4 times annually, and takes the opportunity there to get as many lessons in by the top Egyptian Teachers as she can. She does specialist “Dance to live Drumming “workshops throughout the UK with renowned Arabic Musician and percussionist John Sleiman and has taught and performed at many of the major festivals in the UK including the London Fantasia, Majma, Glastonbury Festival, Cornbury Festival,  & Raqs Brittannia.


Nikki is the Events Co-Ordinator for Mosaic Arabic Dance network, (that produces the magazine Mosaic) and she organises the Annual “Oxford Bellydance Bonanza” that will be held in May 2011.  She also runs the Mobile bazaar “Simplyshimmy”.
She is a joy to work with and wears some really beautiful costumes too. It’s always great to have her company.
In the audience were many of our favourite musicians, who had come along to enjoy our nights: Sheikh Taha, Gamal (Elgamal Elkordy) and esteemed Abdul Salam Kheir and his protégé Julia Naidenko - of Britain's Got Talent fame. They have released an album "Between East & West” (with songs he composed). This has been promoted and supported by Johara and London Belly dance. We played some of these tracks and many dancers joined in during the break.
Now onto the surprise, the guest musicians sitting in the audience enjoyed the night so much they asked me a favour… would it be possible for them to play for us??  Can you imagine my delight???? So we ended the night on an upbeat note with Abdul Salam Kheir, singing some lively Abdel Halif Hafez songs, accompanied by Gamal (Elgamal Elkordy) on the org and John, Ali and Farouk on tabla. What a night!!!!
 Abdul Salam Kheir, specialises in Mouwashahat (classical Arab song) he is a singer and oud player.. As a composer, he has written songs for many of today’s famous Arab singers, including Sabah. Recently he worked with and recorded with Shakira. 
Gamal El Kordi is a key figure in the development of Egyptian music. He plays org and as his name suggests the accordion. He was accordionist for the legendary Farid El Atrache and has accompanied the greatest Egyptian dancers including Samia Gamal and Zeinat Helwi.  He is also a gifted composer and his work was recorded by Natacha Atlas on her latest release.
I first met him almost 15 years ago now when I was working with the Arab communites as a principal dancer. He helped me considerably and is very respected by other musicians.
All in all a lovely show, a great end to our year and some real cognoscenti in the audience, along with the BBC and Al Jazeera. 
For those that missed out see here for a video clip courtesy of Nashwan

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4bjIRHkeGII
See our Facebooks
http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=1122917266
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=63934754756
