2011 Review of World of Orient Festival 11-13 March in Hanover, Germany
By Anne White 

Led by the dynamic Asmahan Al Zein this is a huge festival that is now in it’s 12th year.  We made contact with each other in late 2010 when she asked me (having read my Nafoura column) - who I could recommend from the UK. So started a swathe of correspondence which gradually gave me the opportunity to get to know her, and realize how much we had in common. And so the adventure that would involve fellow Planet Egypt Team member Sabeena, and Shafeek and Tara (who I recommended) commenced!
Asmahan has over fifteen years of experience in performing and lecturing and shares her expansive knowledge in numerous workshops and lectures. She is internationally renowned as a skilful and charismatic dancer and teacher and as a promoter of many Oriental events, shows and educational projects. She has a well-founded knowledge of classic Raqs Sharqi and added modern influences like Pop, Jazz and Salsa to her repertoire.
Her aims for this Festival are:
-to introduce the richness, elegance and beauty of this Art form to the “uneducated public” to challenge their potentially stereotypical ideas of this dance, and foster within them same love passion and higher aspirations that many (if not all!) of us share. 
-And also to offer for the oriental dance scene a platform for networking, exchange and communication

-Finally every year new dancers and a special idea or theme

Themes so far explored include: Turkish, Bollywood, Egypt, Oriental Pirates the European premiere of Jillinas “Bellydance Evolution. She reflected on how much the market place had grown and developed in this time, and decided to present a “European Theme” especially as the Eurovision Song Contest was to be held in Hanover in 2011 as well. With over 37 Countries it was by no means a small feat to identify the best participants for this project, and get them on board. Andre Ebling (an amazing and famous photographer whose images will accompany this feature) had many contacts in this field, and The God Mother of German Belly dance Shahrazad  and Germany based  Said El Amir, and the internet also played it’s part!  

Initially there was some scepticism as to whether it could work without the clout of “Famous Egyptian Superstars”. However that soon dispersed with a very enthusiastic response especially from the German belly dancers and within no time at all it was sold out!  Even better, many booked and paid for the next festival in 2012 based on their experience of the 2011 Festival and confidence they had in Asmahan to continue to deliver what inspired them!
The event offers 2 Gala Shows, (Friday and Saturday night) both of which had many competent performers, and each night was of equal merit artistically. It was held together by an amazing compere called Helena who announced the Artists in groups of 3 or 4 dancers, and with the booklet- that showed the Participants, running order (which sometimes was not consecutive) and more besides! It was quite easy to identify those involved. I must say that Helena made a huge impression on me. A much loved figure she had the audience in the palm of her hand, she delivered in an informative, and very slick style, and is a great asset to Asmahan – she spoke German throughout so it is an advantage if you already know the language, but the booklet helped if you don’t!  More on the Shows later.

A number of the performers in the Shows were also teaching workshops, and many others had travelled to be part of the show and performed only. I recognised a number whom I have already featured as part of Planet Egypt, and identified lots more that I would like to…. The shows took place in a building a short taxi ride away.  Yasmina of Ireland was effusive in her praise of the staging of the shows, the calibre of the artists featured, the good organization and also of the bazaar and how far her euro went in purchasing merchandise (quote) : “Amazing”
There was a Central Meeting Point during the day where all the Stall holders/Traders selling all the items that we belly dancers love and more. It was huge, on 3 floors, selling an extraordinary amount of merchandise, the biggest I have ever seen, and all shoppers and budgets were provided for. There were a number of Cafes, formal and otherwise, special menus for the Festival were on offer, as well as many tasty Arabic treats/ The Café also hosted impromptu tabla playing and performing which was met with great relish. There was also free quality entertainment all day long on the stage too!
The reception providing information on the Festival was easily identifiable and a plethora of flyers, maps and directions to The Gala Shows and workshops, in English and German was immediately available.  Tables all around were heaving under the weight of flyers and publicity available, whether performing at WoO or not! The majority of the people that I encountered- whether teacher. performer or member of the public were  able to speak really good English and if they could not, then they could locate easily someone else who could. All those working on behalf of the Festival wore badges with their names and one could find them easily wherever you were.  I tried speaking German (as having lived there a number of years it was my 1st foreign language) albeit now somewhat rusty. But despite understanding me (a good result) the response was always in English.
A mishap occurred outside where all my papers -including my return ticket, cascaded into a private area not connected to the event. Within 5 minutes I had found the lovely Ariane to assist as well as the Janitor of the building. And the rescue was achieved immediately, and in good English! I am sure that in England that this would have involved Health and Safety as it meant clambering over metal gates without a good foothold. This example illustrates the immediate response to unforeseen calamity, the willingness to assist (despite onerous obligations that such a festival demands) and the good will shown to those that attend this event, foreign or otherwise. I was just a “normal” delegate to them.
I can tell you that Asmahan’s background in theatre, art, architecture and oriental dancing was used to good effect. 

In the Booklet there were maps of all the stalls and traders and where one could locate them, details of all those featured with website and contact details, for Teachers, Performers, Traders and more.  Programme running orders for both Gala shows and details of all the 30 plus workshops on offer. : Props: veil, double veil, poi poi, Tango, Ballet, Tribal, Gypsy, Khaleegy, Sa’aidi, Sha’abi, Turkish, Hungarian, Bouzouki, Balkan, Croatian, Vaudeville and Burlesque. Aisa Lafour commented: “My workshop was such a great experience! It was totally sold out with people on the waiting list. They moved me to bigger room but the situation stayed the same” and also:  “A warm and successful experience. The Organization was well done, as only Asmahan and her team can do! Being there it always feels like meeting family!”
Maps to get around the Festival were also supplied at reception.  The lay out of this total area was facilitated by an easy (well planned) flow, and I found very few “bottle necks” or traffic jams despite the heaving throng. 

The stages for both Gala Show were breathtaking with huge objects on it eg Pharonic statues and were lit to very good effect. Again lots of food and treats were on offer and an array of drinks alcohol and otherwise.
Nearly everyone or so it seemed, were staying at the adjacent Ibis hotel, and many stayed late after the shows to socialise and network. The hotel was roomy, with good facilities (lovely walk in shower, and toilet). It was surprisingly quiet too, given it’s proximity to the main road, and only a few minutes away from the Main Centre The staff were very obliging and spoke very good English, and there were some smoking rooms too! I enjoyed my stay but there were long waits for food that we ordered, so if you stay there get your order in early.

We travelled from Stansted and it took just over an hour to get there with German wings. If you book early it is very cheap. Our flights were booked a few weeks beforehand and cost just over £100, but some return flights were available for around £60, but booking later increased our prices. The flight was very smooth, in a small well maintained plane.
I really enjoyed the whole experience, I met some fabulous people who I know will become very good friends, notably the lovely Nabila who will be our Star for April Planet Egypt, you must not miss this on any account. She is amazing, and workshops are on offer with London Belly dance arranged by Johara. 
Nabila said to me: 

“As a Festival director myself (Bazar Oriental in Berlin) I am familiar with all the work involved in creating a big event. I am with Asmahan every year as a Teacher/|Performer or in the bazaar. -she and her team are doing an amazing job. 
This Festival in the north of Germany means 3 days full of oriental dance shows, meeting national and international dancer, having fun and joy! “

Chronis Taxidis Tabbal of Greece (a good tabla player who trained with the renowned Khamis Henkesh) accompanied Stella Zahir on stage and in workshops, says:

“Having been to other Festivals (notably in Egypt) The WoO festival was perfectly organized. Everything was planned and under control.
As a performer I had all the help on technical issues related with lights, and sound.
The stage was, with one word, excellent. The continuous free events on stage during the festival's bazaar was excellent 

In the WoO festival I was really impressed by the high quality of these people and I'm very happy meeting some wonderful new friends full of positive energy and truly good intentions to help one another.

Especially for me that was the most important reason to remember WoO festival for ever with very positive feelings.”
Amira a German Teacher and Delegate, agreed with Chronis:  “It was my first time, and I also met Asmahan for the first time-she was very friendly!!
I have been at other Festivals, but I have to say I was really pleasantly surprised. The Festival is huge, and so versatile-and I liked the ambiance, the international character of the Festival. I loved the Festival, and I will go there for sure next year”

 I spent sadly only a short time with the famous Shahrazad who was the first to establish belly dance in Germany over 3 decades ago. She made a huge impact on Sabeena, and is totally inspiring and very much loved. I could tell that by her presence on stage and the response she drew from the audience, I knew that she was someone of Great Import. And I met many more but the length of my review does not allow me to elaborate further.

What I found of interest was that there are little Professional Corporate opportunities in Germany and hence the demand to participate at Festival level is very strong indeed. But that is another article.
I also found in terms of the Performances I saw that there was a huge variety of styles, there were of course the ubiquitous fans of The Randa Kamel style, as well as highly trained dancers from other disciplines (notably ballet and contemporary), and strong influences from Turkey too, and there was even hip hop and Tango fusion as well as a most unusual Emirati style that one rarely sees when the ONLY part of the body that moves is the bottom. ! And some very strong male dancers who have founded their own dynastic groups. Without doubt almost 100% of the performers were very comfortable on stage demonstrating vast performance experience and expertise. Their presentation mostly was of a very high standard.
There were performers who really stood out due to the emotion and passion that they danced with (Said el Amir and Azad Kaan especially) but I found it curious that there was some absence for me- of feeling integrated with performance. This is not to suggest that the Performers as a whole lacked merit, quite the contrary, but  based on my own experience of this dance (over 26 years) , and the Arabic Community I worked in, and any Arab that you care to ask, the more we see a dancer’s soul, the more beauty, resonance and impression that they make. 
Attending this festival offers the following benefits

Performer/Teacher  – If you want to become better known at International Level this is a great way of doing so. The event is very well organised, the stage is superb, and many opportunities are available to the talented dancer/musician. Plus Andre’s amazing images are a great boon.

Traders – If travelling there with your merchandise allows -your goods should disappear in no time

 Dance Afficionado – There is a huge variety of workshops on offer, some great shows and sooo many things to buy!
It was a great pleasure to be there, Asmahan is amazing and for me to meet someone who has had similar aims as myself with Planet Egypt, but on a far bigger scale.  I felt that I was completely at home. She really impressed me. Also wherever I went I kept bumping into people that adore her and who have been at her side for years, this is a remarkable feat and the measure of the lady and what she has achieved.

It was great to visit Germany again, my thanks to Asmahan, Nabila, Amira, and Andre and every one else for making me so welcome.

More information: 
http://www.stadtbilder-hannover.de
http://www.andre-elbing.de/pixlie/pixlie.php
 
TV / Television
http://www.ndr.de/fernsehen/sendungen/hallo_niedersachsen/media/hallonds2221.html
 
Facebook
http://www.facebook.com/WorldofOrientGermany?ref=ts
 
WoO Webside www.world-of-orient.de
 
