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Mosaic Suraya Hilal letter edited  

Mosaic 400 word article about Suraya Hilal (edited)   

This article was written to challenge (my good friend) Helen Waldie’s published comments on Suraya Hilal and the Raqs Sharqi Society

Date:

26 February 2005

Note: 

I have been given a 400-word limit on my response, it is better than nothing. But it does not allow me to fully address the issues raised. Helen did not know Suraya nor interview her, nor even see her live. As I would like to reply in full and perhaps follow my own threads to all this, as well as acknowledge the other dancers around at the time, I will post my response in full on my web site: www.planetegypt.co.uk. I will also submit it to other magazines/bodies in the UK and abroad.

Out of courtesy to Helen I have already given her my full article and will also give her this as well.

Please note the article in full is reproduced here 
http://www.planetegypt.co.uk/doc/2014/press/mosaic/mosaic%20suraya%20hilal%20letter%20unedited.doc
“In reply to Helen Waldie’s feature on Suraya Hilal:

There are many truths in her article but also many inaccuracies. My experience differs greatly. In the early days around 1980 onwards there were few good performers of any note. So Suraya’s impact was immense, for the positive in that she provided a great legacy for future dancers and teachers, and for the negative in that she aroused antipathy in some people.
I can only speak for London though.  In those days the dance was in an embryonic form   The ladies who performed in Arabic night clubs did not really socialize with ladies that were teaching/learning the dance. Perhaps with the exception of Vashti . So there was a very small dance community. But as it developed, the divides that were there became enormous fissures that polarized the dance community. 
The breakdown of MEDA (fore-runner to Mosaic Magazine) being one example and Suraya Hilal another. Gradually the dance became politicised with many admiring Suraya as a dancer but castigating her as a person/teacher/performer. 

I had a foot in each community. My twin had commenced training with Wendy Buonaventura around 1984 and we met Vashti soon after and have been good friends ever since. 
I used to watch shows in the October Gallery, attended every Covent Garden Bellydanceathon (later there would be Rheingold shows which were more polished and professional) that I could  and I collected videos of these events.
My video collection goes back more than 20 years so I think that even if my memory fails me I have archives that speak volumes! No wonder Suraya’s star ascended; there was no comparison with other performers at the time. Though I did notice how brilliant Vashti was-even then. I would like to acknowledge the other dancers/teachers around at the time as they certainly made their contribution, and I do not intend to criticize them or demean them in any way.

So I made my allegiance to Suraya and began training with her in the mid 1980s, becoming one of her teachers in 1990. I am a representative of the Raqs Sharqi Society. We reflect Suraya’s work of the 1980-1990s. Her work has taken her into a new, different, artistic direction that we are not part of. I do not wish to comment on her work post 2000, as I am not that well acquainted with it.

My experience of Suraya greatly differs from Helen’s portrayal of her. I was a student, teacher and in the early days a friend of hers. I found her to be joyful and inspiring, direct and honest. She had her failings-as we all do. I would like to challenge some of Helen’s findings. Prior to doing so let me say that Helen and I are friends, and I know that it was not easy for her to research this. I did not have to interview anyone for my response as I am drawing only on what I witnessed.

She welcomed other dancers into the class: Yasmina of Cairo – then Francesca- was working in Arabic clubs and Suraya was most pleased to have her even giving a small speech about it. There was also another dancer called Amal doing the same. Francesca appeared in a school video performance and Amal went on to work in theatres with Suraya. Leila Haddad used to come over and participate in classes and workshops as well.

Suraya would recommend dancers for restaurants and parties (myself, and Terri Hardy both Hilal trained) and even Guissa “Lisa Laziza” who had never been a student of Suraya’s in classes that I attended). She did become more rigid about this – post 2000- but perhaps lack of approval from her said something about the dancer as well as the establishment as well. 

I would have liked Helen to address more on the legacy that Suraya has given us/this dance:

· she opened up the possibility of funding for us –through Arts Councils/European funds

· she introduced the idea of this dance having  more main stream acceptance

· she took the dance into theatres

· she established the concept of dance schools and planted seeds for Wendy Buonaventura, Maureen O Farrell, and Jo Wise (who all trained with her) to mention a few

· she was a proponent of great discipline and set very high standards which we strived to meet

Her early work (1985-1995) was incredibly joyful and thrilling (videos are still available – check  them out). With regards to Helen’s comment about Suraya removing sensuality and sexuality from the dance I would like to say the following:

From early times this dance has been the object of sexual connotations – temple prostitutes/harems/entertaining soldier’s (whether Roman/Napoleon’s or world war 1 and 2) as well as modern day “whisky dollies”-ladies who dance in cabarets and then are obliged to sit with clients afterwards.  
Suraya was challenging people’s perceptions of this dance in the West, trying to elevate it and portray it without any sleazy connotations. If she had truly been against any sensuality in the dance she would not have accepted more voluptuous ladies (like myself) and anyone who conveyed sensuality in their dancing.  
She was a pioneer in that she established the portrayal of dance in the West in a very different way: in theatres and with very different costuming. I do feel that she became a little more rigid with regards to costumes and expression post 2000. But that still means a previous 15-20 year contribution.

Many dance forms have a physicality about them which cane be portrayed as “sexy” especially when pelvic movements are emphasised: Samba, African and Hawaiin for example. Ballerinas cock a leg and show more than we ever would of this area, but is ballet considered sexy? Are any of the other examples imbued with this term? Some belly dance costumes are very revealing, but more so than a Samba passista – some of whom simply wear body paint and strategic jewellery? Let us put this into perspective!

Suraya wanted to challenge Western ideas of this dance and imbue the dance with reverence. She wanted to help reclaim it’s legacy free of anything that previously had tainted it. Put the dance first and the dancer second. With the help of her amazing manager and costume maker Jennifer Carmen (who had previously worked in London Arabic night clubs as a dancer) they created costumes that would give the dance precedence. All of Suraya’s costumes were about enhancing her portrayal of the dance and not about looking sexy or curvaceous for example.

Perhaps she may not have wanted “the look” because it did not suit her body type? She was also quite private so a revealing costume would not have been in keeping with her character. In the early days her costumes were incredibly glamourous and highly detailed. She did wear 2 pieces but always the dance rather than her body took precedence.

So I would not agree that in order for artistic purity she de-sensualised the dance. Rather I would say, in order to honour all aspects of the feminine psyche Suraya was willing to sublimate herself and explore factors that would improve her rendition and portrayal of the dance. She brought feminine attributes to the dance that we had never seen before: Queenliness, dignity, modesty for example. Post 2000 her look changed radically and she became more rigid in her choice of costuming and colour palettes.

She did not always dance with joy, sometimes she explored heavy emotions and “darker” themes in her dance. That did not mean that she was not watchable. If anything it meant rather than the audience sitting back and being “warmed” by the dancer radiating joy, they had to approach her on an energetic level and think about what she was trying to convey. In other words she did not always entertain the audience. She made them work sometimes. She took them on emotional journeys. She took risks. Contrast this with the Belly Dance Super Stars modus operandum. Polar opposites. But each has their place. Suraya was an innovator.

Some of us find it easier than others to dance with joy. Suraya used to become very exasperated when joy was absent from dance in class and would remonstrate with us about it being an integral part of this dance. Not everyone in the Raqs Sharqi Society is irradiated with joy when they dance. But “Margaret Thatcher faces” in the dance are ubiquitous and not just confined to RSS types. Some of us are very fiery and joyful, and others who may not share these qualities so overtly are still capable of giving a solid and highly accomplished performance.

Many people these days are not so (well) acquainted with Suraya or her legacy. But her roots are extensive: the following teachers and performers have all had some exposure to her: Jo Wise, Wendy Buonoventura, Liza Wedgwood, Maggie Caffrey, and Maureen O Farrell to name a few.

