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Over £166 was raised at this event to help those who suffered in Egypt. See here
Our thanks to Caroline Afifi for this 
“Fantastic February” it said on the flyer but it should have been “Fffffenomenal February”  if you forgive the linguistic freedom. The majority of the performers were former Planet Egypt stars and so the stakes were high: there was no doubt in my mind -we were in for a thrilling ride.  I was supremely organised this month as I wanted a front row seat.

Opening the night was Chic Shake Shock a collective of Women dancers who have been mentored and taught by Juliana Brustik of the Raqs Sharqi Society. Although members come and go, the real ethos is community dance and in many interesting places (womens’ prisons, care homes, schools, colleges). It’s rare that we see Community dance but this used to be a staple of the Community 2 decades ago, and now you are more likely to see soloist/oriental style. It’s always nice to feature groups especially as show openers -they help to lift the dynamic. Founder member Dorina followed with a sha’abi solo. She is one of the Few Performing Pensioner Grandmothers that I know and received much support from our audience. The group takes it’s name from the eponymous Hassan Abou El Seoud’s popular piece  -with a twist.  I call them The South London Mafia as I only ever see them in “gangs”.
Rachel followed next- she is a full-time bellydancer and bellydance teacher from Berkshire and is an original graduate of the Hossam and Serena Ramzy School of Music and Dance.  She is a principal dancer with the Ramzy Dance Company and has toured with them since 2007 as a solo artist.  Her most recent performance was playing the goddess Isis in the Dance Queens of the Nile show sponsored by the Petrie Museum. The Petrie Museum are based in London and have outstanding collections of objects relating to the daily life of the ordinary people of ancient Egypt.  She danced twice using music from Hossam’s “Ruby” album.  I recall her first ever show with us many years ago, she had a lot of talent and star quality and this has blossomed further under The Ramzy School. See the video clip –her confidence has grown enormously.
Persian expert Ziba Tabrizi followed and executed some Kereshmeh (classical) dance for us and the costume represented  that of a Persian miniature. She floated around the stage so gracefully- her line and aesthetic are beautiful. Cambridge based she performs widely in the UK and Iran, mainly in the Iranian community. Recent performances of note include the British Museum Iranian New Year weekend for Magic of Persia, the Shahnameh exhibition for the Iran Heritage Foundation, and the Cambridge Heart of the World festival.  Her second dance was a first for us Modern Afghan dance- in a costume that only the fearless would wear –it looked like a marquis, but did not detract from her beauty. The mirror work on the costume is typical of the province of Herat. The dance shares features of Persian and Tajik dance. Afghan dance is rarely seen in the UK, and she studied it with Miriam Peretz of the Ballet Afsaneh in San Francisco. She also does Egyptian and Turkish dances too, and has a vast repertoire to draw on.  She has studied Indo European languages and in the past I have discussed this fascinating subject with her, it’s nice to get to know the person as well as the dancer, but the busy lives we lead don’t always make this possible.
Greek Force of Nature was up next -Unaneyia (It means greek lady in Arabic). She puts her heart and soul into her shows, and has been a regular of ours for several years now. Whenever she comes we always have celebrities: Natasha Atlas, Hossam Ramzy, and this month we had Four Kings of Dance: Khaled Mahmoud, Ozgen, Shafeek Ibrahim and Mohamed Kazafy. I suspect that a drawing factor of this may just have been DaVid of Scandinavia….. more on that later. But with the exception of Kazafy all have come regularly to our events and are much loved by our audience and everyone else!  Unaneyia danced twice, and one of her tracks Si Abdo brought back the 1980s vibe to those that were around then, the singer/actress/dancer Sahar Hamdi made her name with this piece –it’s quite vulgar but uptempo and goes down a storm. Working as a belly dancer and a choreographer for the past 7 years Unaneyia has collaborated with well known artists in Greece and the UK , she fullfilled her dream of dancing with Natacha Atlas and has taught workshops in Greece and the UK and participated in festivals such as the Majma Festival in Glastonbury and the Fantasia festival in London. She is due to teach at Bellymania this May and at a big dance festival in Cairo in June. 

Another Ramzy dancer -Helen took the stage, she also danced twice using tracks from Hossam’s Ruby album. Helen is a graduate form the Drumzy School of Music and Dance and a member of the Ramzy Dance Company. She runs her Bellydance School in Reading and Newbury in Berkshire. She also has a performance troupe called 'The Desert Diamonds' which she will bring to perform at Planet Egypt in 2012. And they are good! Helen is a very competent and capable performer with very clean lines and punctuated technique, and watching the video clip of this show it struck me how she really” went for it” and worked all corners of the room, which delighted the audience no end.
Then we had DaVid of Scandinavia who is originally from Norway, but is based in San Diego, California since 2005 where he runs the Ethnic Dance Academy and also administers the academy's educational programs. DaVid tours the world as a guest artist, instructor, and choreographer.  He has choreographed the opening number for the Bellydance Superstars' newest show Bombay Bollywood . He is featured on several internationally distributed DVDs and has authored 3 dance educational publications.  I really enjoyed his show. It seemed to me that he was a bridge between the old style of the 1970s/1980s and the Modern style. He had the strength and power of the old days in his hips which by no means were understated, and his flowing arabesques and line were clearly influenced by the Modern style.  With front row seats Khaled (celebrating an early birthday) Ozgen and Kazafy were inches away and giving him total support. The audience really liked him too and he will be back as our star in summer 2012 with workshops we hope!  He was staying with me and I found him to be very well informed, very well researched and we had many long discussions of the kind I have with Siouxsie Cooper who is doing a PhD in belly dance. This delighted me no end and I for one feel inspired for him, he is still quite young (in his 30s) and I see a great future for him.

Fereshteh followed him and she did not dance so much as attack the stage, phew! A real tour de force. See the video clip-  relentless!!!  She was even singing throughout one of her dances!!! She has been our star many times and she just gets better and better. It’s no surprise then why she has won more competitions than any one else I know.  She was teaching at the Nile Group Festival and got stuck in Egypt when the recent troubles developed. She is the Winner of the Nile Group Festival April 2010, and 1st place winner of Stockholm Bellydance Festival 2007, and 3rd place winner of the Stockholm Bellydance Festival 2008.  You may also have heard of Fereshteh from Ramona McConney's publication, 'Dynamic Belly Dance' Fereshteh gave input to this publication and was also photographed for this lavishly illustrated book.  She is the host of the one and only Belllydance Competition in Scotland, The Pyramid Awards. 
During the disco part of the show we were thrilled that our Egyptian Dj Tamr (Tommy) played a special track for us. His brother who wowed us -The Prince of Egypt hip hop/bellydance fusion artist –see here http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gzrb7q3Ic2s&feature=player_embedded
Is also a  singer and now called Zayne Knight, and is releasing a cd. On his video to accompany it you will recognise the venue (Darbucka) and some well known Planet Egypt faces (Tara and Johara of London belly dance),  I loved it, I am sure that you will too!

Now for a bit of drama, readers will know that every month something happens…… this month someone was on the point of being thrown out of Darbucka for identity theft…. I mentioned to the Arab owner that Kazafy was in the house and he stormed out of his office “throw him out” he cried very agitated indeed, I took a moment to grasp all this and it transpired that he thought I meant a relative of Colonel Gadaffy! Gosh so glad I got that sorted! All of us were tremendously relieved as I am sure you can imagine.
This brings me on to the subject of the political situation and the troubles in the Arab world. Tara made a lovely and moving speech addressing this, and we have just had a Benefit evening organised by The Arabian Dance Theatre. In our February show we had collected over £166 which made it’s way to Caroline Afifi for the victims of Tahrir Square in Cairo. I would like to thank our audience for their generosity. An update of this can be found here http://www.planetegypt.co.uk/doc/Money_%20raised_from_24February_Planet_Egypt_2011.doc
I would like to say that the quality and calibre of this show, and the audience’s response was truly amazing. It just gets better and better – even after 8 years of monthly events. I feel very honoured to be part of this experience, what an amazing atmosphere.  So many of our guests come every month without fail, and some even plan their holidays around them so as not to miss our events.  The cultural support of the Arabs means a lot to me, “bayti baytak” my home is yours.  I learned my craft  working in the Arab Communities and their attendance gives validity to what we are trying to create,  and also gives our performers a chance to work in an environment which is not as readily accessible to them -perhaps they lack the contacts in the Arab community, perhaps they may not have “the look” to secure employment and also lots of Arab clubs have closed down. This is another reason why we are starting live music nights solely to recreate the lost magic of another era. We will be giving dancers a chance to perform to live music too, but all that another time.

Finally our Star Beatrice Curtis took the stage. She danced three times, twice in new costumes! I saw them being delivered!!! What a woman!  As one would suspect of a dancer of her calibre, she chose very different themes to explore. Her first dance was “Ansak”   a tribute to Oum Khalsoum, Beatrice explored the passion and dignity of this piece without compromise. Her second dance she introduced herself speaking about her celebrating her French connections with the song “Douce France” and finally her favourite dance style baladi. She danced to Habibi W’inaya from the latest Baladi Blues Ensemble CD from Guy Schalom, just released "Tribute to the Masters”. Beatrice is a very strong performer and she does one of the best stick dances that you will ever see, she is a real milemaa (boss woman) and plays this role with utter conviction. I was really keen to see this but it seems that I will have to invite her back to do so…. Béatrice teaches regular classes in Surrey, and workshops around the country and overseas. She is a JWAAD trained/ teacher, and teaches on the JWAAD Foundation and Diploma Courses

See video clip courtesy of Nashwan Media
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4nmCH-dAJGw 

