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RaqsWeMazika written by Katy Georgiou

Anne White - founder of the Planet Egypt showcases held at London's Darbucka venue - was interviewed last month by Nafoura about her professional experiences, values and pursuits in bellydance. 
This month, Nafoura speaks to Ms White once again to learn about a new venture that she is currently involved with. The project is a collaboration between herself and four other authentic Arabic performers whom she has known and worked closely with over the years,  to set up a brand new dance and live music school in London called RaqsWeMazika (literally translated from Arabic as “Dance And Music”). 
These artists are Algerian-born dancer Nadine, Kathryn Dawes, tabla virtuoso Farouk el Safi and his apprentice Ali Kirdar. The school offers the opportunity for students of all levels and ages to take weekly tabla drum lessons alongside bellydance classes set against live music. 
As far as Anne is aware, this is the first school of its kind in London to offer the possibility of weekly classes incorporating live music with dance. "This is very embryonic,” Anne White states. "We’re testing how it works, how it’s received, listening to feedback, seeing if we can improve our delivery. I’m already learning a lot from learning how to play the drum, I already know in my body what I want to convey to the musicians, but to be able to get a dancer who doesn’t speak Arabic, or who knows how to dance but doesn’t know the names of the rhythms, well this is a fantastic way of conveying exactly what they want, through the sequence of the dum and tak, and to be able to drum them if they cant sing. I do feel I’m very happy to be part of this project which in London is a very new thing."
The classes take place every Saturday afternoon, in Kentish Town's Expressions Studios and are specifically designed to accommodate all levels of dancer. "It is starting off as an 8 week course, where you can opt in for the drum class and opt in for the dance class at a higher rate than if you were to pay upfront,” Anne explains. 

“Drums are provided If we know you are coming and that you’ve committed upfront, otherwise you’d need to bring your own drum. There are cheap prices for signing up in advance or higher prices for not doing so. There is more than one teacher in attendance, sometimes all of us are there, and all of us contribute in different ways. We are trying to give the best of ourselves to whatever we are doing, and giving the students the support that they need to be better or more proficient or accomplished whatever the consequence."

So, who is involved? Aside from Anne herself who has been teaching professionally for 20 years.

Farouk El Safi is the master percussionist, heading the drum classes. Farouk is a highly esteemed and well established classical Egyptian Tabla player who has played for such stars as Samia Gamal, Nahid Sabri, Fifi Abdou, Mona Said, Lucy, Zinaat Elwy and other known Bellydancers in Egypt and abroad. He was one of the first Arabic musicians to be invited to play Arabic music on British television with the violinist Abdul Ali and Naht Sabr, and you may know that in 1994, he was a member of the group of Arabian musicians who were invited by Robert Plant and Jimmy Page (Ex-Led Zeppelin) to work on their reunion album, where Farouk was later rewarded gold and platinum discs. 
Supporting Farouk in his drumming class at RaqsWeMazika, is Nadine, who also drums herself. Nadine began formal dance training in 1995 and she teaches in Oxford, Reading and London. She has worked a lot with Farouk in the past. “She is supporting as an Arab speaking to English people, even though Farouk speaks English we are just giving him that safety net because sometimes musicians are so immersed in their craft that they can’t be in 2 places at the same time,” Anne explains. 
Kathryn specializes in Egyptian Baladi, Classical Egyptian and dancing with the veil, and also focuses on Saiidi and fusion bellydance. She teaches to improvers and advanced students in the Basingstoke area.

Ali Kadir is half Iraqi and half Turkish and has worked alongside Farouk for a long time. “He is doing this as a support rather than a main event,” Anne explains, “so there is an humility to his approach which is really nice. But equally, there might come a point where he might be leading, and why shouldn’t he? – we all learn and evolve and how are we ever going to learn and take authority and power if we don’t take the chance to do it.”
Who can take part in these classes?
“It is open for everyone to join. All the ladies who are teaching have been professional dancers for quite some time. The people in the drumming class are a mixture of people: ladies who dance who want to know more about how the rhythms will help them, guys who just like the drums and they want to come and learn, or, for example, there is one guy on the course who is doing a degree in Ethnic Musicology and is already a professional percussionist. 
So even though we are starting from the beginning, everyone is happy with it. As for the dance class, we are attracting people who are either completely new to the dance along with people who are actually teachers in their own right. Again, we start it from the beginning and they are happy and feel they are getting something out of it. I’ve got huge levels of awareness in the class when I teach and I try to give something to all members. But we are talking very small numbers in the class at the moment, it is still very much in its early days.”

How are the classes taught?

The way the drums are taught, is that everyone sits in a circle and they look at the difference between a dum and a tak. So we’re looking at whether they can do that or not, and then teaching them a sequence, whether it is ‘dum tak tak tak dum’, or ‘dum dum dum dum tak.’ So everyone will drum, everyone will play the phrase, then we’ll get feedback. 
Each person’s approach that is wrong will be used as an example to perfect everyone else’s, so there is a huge degree of observation, sharing and feedback and how one person’s mistake can be learnt by all. There are always mistakes - whether you’ve got the wrong posture, whether it’s the wrong weight, the drum in the wrong place, too much tension in the arm - and that’s what’s going on in the class. We then use one of the drummers (Ali) for the dance class that follows. In that, we establish the concept of the class and the movements we are working with, we play with the musicality in terms of how to express that movement and the shape and direction of it, and then actually find a beat that the drum can pick up to help connect the sound to the movement, so it’s not just connected to a CD.”

I attended both the drumming class and dance class to get a feel for what it is about. Beginning with a drumming class, I learnt the basic hand positions on the drum to create the dum tak sounds, and introduced the maksoum rhythm – one of the Arabian rhythms. As a latecomer to the classes, which were by now in their third week, I was given a lot of time and encouragement and personal feedback to the extent that by the end of the class I felt up to date and could still follow easily. This definitely helped me feel at ease, which Anne explains is in fact one of the express aims for such a project to work effectively: “The idea is to constantly welcome newcomers; without them there would be no future, so to include them and make them feel they are participating in something that they can learn and get something from without making them feel that they’ll never catch up is important. So for us, we feel one should always motivate whoever is in the class so that they can learn, while at the same addressing the need of the collective, and recognizing that some people may be challenged and then at the other level, the professionals in the class, may need something more. The main idea is to meet needs, keep everyone sweet and keep the class dynamic going." 

I certainly found that this approach worked very well. Tabla player, Ali, took me to the side to focus on my dum tak playing until I felt ready to join in on the circle and the beats being played. 

Following this, Nadine used the lesson in the Maksoum rhythm as a focus for her bellydance class that followed, demonstrating how to anticipate beats that are coming and the kinds of movements we can allow our bodies to create in between those beats according to the instruments we hear being played. The overall effect was to create a real understanding and awareness of how the drum and the dance interconnect and to impart a language to bellydance that can be deconstructed and felt by the dancers until the movements and awareness of the beats become instinctive. For me, it was a very helpful experience and I got the sense that everybody is constantly taking away something new from it, no matter what their previous level or expertise.

What made you think about the idea of having musicians in a class initially?

We had a party when Planet Egypt had been going for about a year or more, and we brought along all the musicians that used to work in a club, called Cave de Roi, which is now closed. This club had been London’s number one top club…there’d be several singers and 7-10 musicians onstage, it started at Midnight and finished at five, six, seven, even as late as 11am or Midday the next day depending on what crowd was in. 
Nowadays, dancers don’t get an opportunity to work with live musicians unless they are being hosted at workshops and it’s very expensive to do something like that, there’s no school as such you can do this in; but because of my expertise in the dance and my contact with musicians who know me because they’ve worked with me, I was in a good position to know who the good musicians were, know how to deal with them because I knew their bad habits, and basically create the possibilities for dancers to learn to work with musicians so they could then go and work with them professionally.”

Anne believes this will help to give dancers a safe structure to work with before they go out to work. 

So this is something I wanted to do in my own name for a long time and I liked that quite a few people I could work with. When I was approached, I already knew the Farouk because he used to work in clubs I used to go to and also some of the parties I did as well, so I knew he could do this business, his student, Ali, is also good at doing that, and I knew the dancers involved as well and I just thought it would be a great opportunity, and I wanted to work with other people, I think you can learn a lot, you can share the burden and responsibility of that project and it suited my objectives. It fitted an idea I already had, gave me people who were also of the same path so it was actually a good moment in time to create that.

As for the style of dance, Anne feels there is a great benefit to having three different dance teachers to give three different women’s perspectives. 

Anne herself has a very deliberate way of teaching, in which she imparts her own knowledge of the dance to her students, but then encourages those students to develop their own sense of self through the techniques and to own the dance in their unique way. "I'm not teaching sheep how to act like sheep," she states, "I want the sheep to become lions!". This connects very much to Anne's belief that each person needs to channel/nurture/embrace their own inner truth and passion in all that they do rather than take things at face value - and it's this act of channeling self expression that, to her mind, distinguishes a good dancer from a lifeless one. "It's for this reason that I often love teaching beginners," she says, "because they'll be standing up there on stage, and they might well have an undeveloped technique, but they are passionate and enjoying it, and that is more of a delight, as a spectator, to watch than seeing a technically perfect dancer who displays no soul."

“The way I would teach a class would be teaching a movement and making sure it’s done safely,” Anne states. “Once they’ve established what the move looks like and feels like – because I teach kinesthetically as well, so they feel my movement in my body and vice versa if they are happy with that – they then understand they can do a small movement or a big movement, then understand that they can express that movement in any given beat, so that they then start thinking about how the timing of it is important, because the music fits an 8 pattern and you have 8 beats to do the movement in. 
Once they are familiar with that, then we can play music in class and they can do it. But when you are working with a drummer, the drummer can’t follow 8 people doing different things, so what will happen is, the dancer has a possibility to explore what the drummer is doing, and what is within her learning that she can play with. But it’s not just about being correct from the very beginning, there’s also a sense of freedom within it to find out what your own responses are, and in order to encourage creativity and confidence, we don’t jump on anyone – let them feel the exhilaration of it and they begin to accept or work on the mastery. 

“We are providing a very high teacher to student ratio and teaching the dance from three different women’s perspectives,” Anne says. “Nadine is Algerian, so she is giving us some of the cultural values of what an Arab is being into the class too. And basically, new ideas to explore in terms of different dance disciplines.”

Is imparting an awareness of Arabic culture something intrinsic to the nature of these classes?

I would like to think so, because having grown up abroad, I understand that there is more to life than the British way of doing things. Speaking seven foreign languages also helps me to appreciate that there ways of communicating with people other than in English. This dancing comes from Arab culture, so the more you understand the culture, the more you can add to your dancing, and also preserve the things within the dance that are Arabic…For example, there’s a rhythm that was being taught last week called the Zaffa: and the Zaffa is a wedding march for when Arabs get married; there are several ceremonies to go through, but one of the public celebrations of that is the walk that the bride and groom do into the area that they go to receive all their guests.

If you were to do that properly, what would happen is, the dancer would be there as an ornament...the bride and groom sit on chairs – thrones - quite far away from the guests, very respectfully, and the dancer leading the Zaffa is basically following the need in society to celebrate in a way that is historic and traditional. There are other Zaffas involved which is where the bride actually goes to the husband’s house and all the furniture is carried in the street by all the relatives - this is like her dowry so when she moves in she’s got everything, and that is something that the whole community will get involved in. But if you were going to dance to the rhythm and not know what it means, then your approach would be wrong.  To give you a comparison, if you’d spent £5000 on a wedding dress, you’re not going to then bomb down the aisle. You’d want to walk gloriously like a graceful ship in full sail, towards this final place, ie the throne or the house, with everyone seeing how beautiful the dress is, and obviously you are showing it off because this is the one big event in your life. 
So when we’re teaching, understanding the cultural contexts are important. I take objects from Arabic culture into my class and ask the class what they are. What I’m getting them to do is to understand that what we are doing is more than just about dancing to music that is outside of them, but actually celebrating the fact that other cultures can give something to us. 
If you love this dance, I’d like to think that you’d do your best to honour it and where it comes from, and part of that is learning about the customs and what the various practices and protocols are. It’s about the integrity of what you are doing, it’s not just moving and doing hip drops to a certain rhythm, there’s a wider aspect to it, and I’m lucky that I know a lot.”

As it stands, plans for the future of the school are still unknown. “It’s all very embryonic and in its early stages,” Anne explains. “We are starting it off as a project and we want to see what the demand is like and how we work together and support each other. We don’t have a vision of taking over the world or anything. Even though I know everyone involved, we are learning about each other in terms of what we can offer the students as teachers. As an example, in the first class, the musicians were seeing how I work and giving me their comments in Arabic, as were the dancers. And I think that’s really interesting because we all have had very different training, and by observing them I’m learning something about their approach and how it dove tails into mine and how it doesn’t, but there is a common ground and we can identify what the common ground is. We believe in the project.”

Footnote
Maintaining the project in the long term was quite challenging and after a while this project came to a close. I enjoyed being part of it and it was most insightful to collaborate with my colleagues nonetheless.  A benefit to me for being part of this was spending time with colleagues who became friends. Observing their teaching was a marvelous opportunity and it further re-enforced my high opinion of them
Nadine
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