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Mosaic Suraya Hilal letter  
This letter was written in response to a letter from Helen Waldie. The letter was edited somewhat to fit into Mosaic pages. Their word submission was limited to only 400 words… So the version below is the unexpurgated version. Unfortunately I don’t have Helen’s letter at hand… but read on
Response to Helen Waldie’s article in Mosaic about Suraya Hilal

  
February 2005

Anne White www.planetegypt.co.uk
I read Helen Waldie’s article about Suraya Hilal with great interest as I trained with Suraya for several years, eventually becoming one of her teachers in 1990. I know Helen very well and admire her research skills, insights (for she is incredibly eloquent, incisive and articulate) and investigative nature. I am also a representative of the Raqs Sharqi Society. I feel that Helen has been a little harsh, and as there are some inaccuracies, I feel obliged to comment on her research and findings.

It is unequivocal that Suraya is/was a controversial phenomenon. When she emerged onto the UK scene in the early 1980s there were few if any UK icons of any note, one of the few that I recall was Vashti. From around 1983 onwards, I watched a few performances, Wendy Buonoventura at the October Gallery in London, and several Belly Danceathons in London’s Covent Garden. 
These were major annual events when belly dance was staged and there were many contributors, not all of whom came from London. These events were free, they attracted huge crowds along with the press and they went on for hours. 
After some time these events were staged at the Rheingold Club and they became a little more polished and more professional. I have videos of these events, as my twin sister trained initially with Wendy Buonoventura and she was well connected with MEDA (the fore runner to Mosaic). 
Indeed I remember sitting in a meeting with the MEDA hierarchy (I was there by default) and heard in no uncertain terms how much antagonism there was towards Suraya. At the time I was training with her and felt terribly compromised. Anyhow even if my memory failed me of these performances I had videos, which I still possess.

The difference between these dancers and Suraya is a “no contest” situation. I had previously lived in Cyprus where I was part of an Arabic crowd and I saw how well Lebanese and Egyptian women danced.  But Suraya was something else. 
I do not disagree with Helen that her work evolved into something far removed from its early promise. But that is a separate article to tackle. I also know that it is hard to find “the truth” when so many versions of it exists. 
It is also 20 years hence as well. I admire Helen’s inexhaustible tenacity. But she has used anecdotal references to build a profile that is somewhat unbalanced. She had to rely on anecdotal material, as she did not interview Suraya or indeed any of the senior Raqs Sharqi Society teachers who were very closely associated with Suraya from the 1980s-1990s. But no doubt she tried her hardest and it would surprise me if she didn’t.

I knew Suraya as a student and in the early days as a friend. Of course I was a lot younger then and perhaps not as street wise as I am today. Rather than comb through the whole article let me say the following.

It is true that Suraya Hilal did not approve of the way that belly dance was performed in London. But I think that if you were around at the time you would agree. If you know me ask me to see some of these videos.  
The only performer who really stood out for me was Vashti. Others may have been “not bad”, and others that were quite good had actually trained abroad. Now the wheel has turned and it is us lamenting about the poor standard of dance- I refer to the ubiquitous restaurant dancer.

Let us not deride our fore bearers though. They helped to pave the way for us. As our awareness of what was on offer increased our standards changed and our expectations rose. There were many dancers who performed in the 1980s who later realised how their work compared. They are older and wiser. 
The real issue is the lack of overall standards. We are many disparate dancers and without a cohesive policy we will continue to be outside of mainstream dance. Other dance forms that are highly codified and valued over centuries eg Kathak, Bharatnatyam, and Flamenco, command respect and approval. But our dance is debased and vilified due in part to “rogue teachers and performers” 

many of which debase us and the dance that we purport to love. Restaurants and managers conspire and collude against us.

Yasmina (of Cairo), then known as Francesca, and Amar (who performed in theatres with Suraya) both worked in London Arab clubs, but also came to our dance class. Suraya was very pleased to have them and acknowledged them in no uncertain terms.  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.

When restaurants and parties needed dancers, they contacted Suraya and she would recommend Terry Hardy, myself (both of whom trained with her) and also Guissa (Lisa Lazziza) an Oriental dancer who had never trained with Suraya or any of her teachers. If she really was opposed to dancers doing “entertainment outside of theatres” her actions belied this. She did become (eventually around 2000) more vehemently opposed to dance being executed in this way, perhaps that was more to do with the dancer rather than the venue though?

She was a joyful and inspiring teacher for me and to this day I feel very privileged to have had the opportunity to train with her. She was against her students learning elsewhere only because what was on offer perhaps paled in comparison. And Yes, it would dilute their training. 
Conversely she accepted students who had trained elsewhere: Wendy Buonoventura, Jo Wise spring to mind. Perhaps this reflects well on those teachers? Eventually the wheel turned and some of those that trained with Suraya/Raqs Sharqi Society crossed over to work with other disciplines.

I received videos in 1983/1984 of Wendy and her students hosting a dance show in the October Gallery, tacked onto that were videos of Fifi Abdou, Suheir Zaki and Nagwa Fouad as well as the fabulous Turkish dancer Nesrim Topkapi. 
So even back then videos were around informing us as to what we should expect. Some dancers went to Egypt and had some training there in the mid/late 1980s. 
We knew that Suraya was not “the only one”. Whilst we saw great similarities we also were aware of differences, notably in her Sharqi form. It was obvious she was exploring new dimensions of the dance!

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 2) as well as modern day “whisky dollies”-ladies who dance in cabarets and then are obliged to sit with clients afterwards. I got this term from Army soldiers who are very accustomed to see this practiced. 
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, I think that it would have been likely that 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 can be portrayed as “sexy” especially when pelvic movements are emphasised: Samba, African and Hawaiian 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, 
http://www.layalisharqmusic.co.uk/
(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 glamorous 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, and 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.

Irregardless of talent and ability not all dancers are performers. Hence the term I use borrowed from a lovely Arabic lady “Margaret Thatcher’s face on Fifi Abdou’s body”. Having seen this and perhaps being one myself (hopefully aeons ago…) I cannot disagree with Helen. But these types are ubiquitous and can be found anywhere; it is not just Raqs Sharqi Society types. 
Some of us are wonderfully fiery and joyful, and others (perhaps due to personality types) may not have these qualities so overtly but nevertheless are still watchable and solid performers. Personally I prefer to see variety in this regard and one can easily get bored with “happy clappy” routines. It must be said in Suraya’s defence that she was aghast to see performances without joy and would berate and remonstrate with the class when it was missing from performances. It exasperated her that something so integral to Egyptians and to the dance was excluded

Without a doubt her impact on the dance scene was extraordinary and immense. Not always perhaps for the right reasons. I would have preferred Helen to give her a little more credit for her achievements, which I will later outline. Helen did not interview Suraya and has never seen her perform live. Her comments were drawn from videos that we watched at my house. But we did not watch every video just a small portion. Videos do not convey the immediacy, intimacy and emotional expression of a live show. Suraya’s earlier work was tremendously exciting. Her references regarding her sources are varied; I nominated a few people who knew Suraya better than me.

Perhaps people really did have negative experiences of her. I think that there are 2 sides to a story and we are not always conscious of our own impulses and agendas. There was a lot of projection onto Suraya (myself included) and a lot of people who were absolutely desperate for her approval. This is not healthy. 
At the same time I do not wish to overly lionise her. She did alienate people and offend them. Whenever I discovered this I would find that there were discrepancies in the stories I heard (from Suraya, from the person concerned and also input from musicians as well) so I cannot say that I am better informed as a result of having more information. Is she the only Diva in the dance world then? And is this a crime? I am not saying in this response that Suraya was a saint; I am saying that I was aware that there were issues around her, but I personally have never had any. When I had any difficulties – and it was rare – I sorted them out and I took responsibility for them.

Controversy exists. Look at the current situation with the Belly dance Superstars. Some people loved them some people hated them!!! Go figure! 

Many people these days are not so (well) acquainted with Suraya or her legacy. But her roots are extensive: the following UK 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. All of these dancers are high profile and for the most part have their own dance school/following.  Of course they developed their own ideas and some may have trained in subsequent other disciplines

In terms of her legacy Suraya has won many awards and much acclaim, perhaps a long time ago. But her art was recognised and received funding from UK and European sources, Arts Councils, and private sponsorship. This helped to open doors for us. Mainstream had recognised her contribution and ability. Others who followed her benefited as a result.

She took dance into theatres and the resulting success spurred us to also develop in this way. She raised our awareness and made us want to become better and more successful.

She established schools where none existed and disciplines (that many may have baulked at) but that were absolutely necessary to raise the game. Some who trained with her took these seeds and founded their own dynasties: Wendy Buonoventura, Jo Wise and Liza Wedgwood.

She actively encouraged males to join us in the dance but with great difficulty. Now her husband Alessandro is also her ambassador and one of her teachers.

I feel sorry that there are people who are vehemently opposed to her – for whatever reasons. But perhaps it is time to move on? Whatever she did she did for love of the dance. I would not call her an opportunist though. If anything her actions and beliefs made life more difficult for her. She alienated the belly dance scene and it’s performers, she was critical and exacting of her students- but she wanted us to do our best! She split away from the Suraya Hilal school of Raqs Sharqi (which became the Raqs Sharqi Society) and some of it’s members-including her teachers. This debilitated her “audience, students and fan club”- with financial implications. 
She moved away from the UK to concentrate on Europe, which had more to offer her at the time. Her actions separated her from belly dance as well as Raqs Sharqi. And Raqs Sharqi was even more of a niche than belly dance. She developed other ways to present her Art (Hilal Art). Videos of her earlier work are still available and I would highly recommend them. There may still be some cds too
 Try the following link  on her site. http://www.hilaldance.com/store/index.php
With regards to the Raqs Sharqi Society there are many generations of teachers now as it has been established for some time. We are a society that provides teacher training, theatre events, performance opportunities, videos, free subscriptions, classes and residential schools. We are represented throughout the UK and Europe. We represent ourselves and take as a core and starting point Suraya Hilal’s work of the 1980-late 1990s period.

By all means have your opinion and personal preferences but please bear in mind that informed opinions are always more healthy!

To complete this article it may be helpful to explain the following: 

I am no longer associated with Suraya Hilal. We have both moved on. Suraya’s name and influence has lessened considerably in the next generation of dancers. Modern Cairo style is more popular than the “Classical” style of the 1970s onwards that I trained in. I have nothing to gain or profit from by writing this article. But as my experience of Suraya was a very positive one, I felt that I should make my experience known, and for readers of Mosaic to be better informed as a result. I also feel that Mosaic readers should also keep an open mind when they read it’s articles.

In terms of my bio: My first exposure to this dance was when I lived in Cyprus and frequented Arab clubs there. I fell in love with the dance there and copied a few moves (no doubt badly executed!) I also visited cabarets (in the Red Light District!) the dance there was very different! I only went once, as it was incredibly seedy. I was the only woman “not working” there!!! 
When I returned to London my twin was learning with Wendy Buonaventura, I used to watch the classes which were always most interesting for me. I went to a few of Wendy’s workshops and saw one or two shows in the October Gallery. Then I heard about Suraya Hilal who was also teaching at the same place. I saw one show and that was enough to tell me about the differences between them. I was hooked. I joined Suraya’s student group, I tried one or two of Jo Wise’s classes, as I had been invited to accompany a friend that was a guest at her wedding. I met some lovely ladies there: Christine who married Tim Garside and Petronella to name a few. 
But my allegiance was to Suraya and to her tradition. I attended as many Covent Garden Belly danceathons as possible. I collected videos from where I could. The Westminster Open Arts Days were pretty illuminating and informative (late 1980s to mid 1990s) where I saw all kinds of belly dance and even Raqs Sharqi. 
I visit Arab clubs in London (notably Abo Hammad, but also Marouche) and was a frequent visitor to it’s premier club (Cave de Roi) where I was on first name terms with all the singers, musicians and even the staff. I was very privileged to have this experience. My entrée to this world came about through working with Arab musicians at parties and at weddings for I make my living this way. But I also teach. I teach 8 classes a week and have done so for more than 10 years now

Because this dance has been so politicised knowledge is not so easily shared or obtained. We all love the dance and I would love to see and learn about it even more. There are so many styles and disciplines!  
I founded Planet Egypt with Vashti and Yvette Cowles, our aim was to host parties and shows: some of which are free, on a regular basis. We wanted to raise the awareness of Oriental dance and are keen to work with as many people as possible, especially people from other traditions. In that way we have staged shows that feature the Jo Wise style, the Raqs Sharqi Style, the Suraya Hilal style, sword dance, stick dance, restaurant dancers, flamenco fused belly dance, bollywood fused belly dance, kathak fused belly dance, Tunisian, Saudi, Gypsy, Turkish, Moroccan, veils, baladi veil, modern Cairo, and American Cabaret as well. 
We have also had drummers, an oud player, and a singer. We just love it! Participants sometimes visit from Europe and even America. 
For those of you who want to see a free show we hold them the last Thursday of every month. You will be given a warm welcome and if you are a performer or teacher, especially if you are seeking to promote yourself or any of your events get in touch. Check out www.planetegypt.co.uk.

Many thanks

Anne White



February 2005

Note: 
This article is also being submitted to other publications. Publication may entail some editing, as this is a long article

Helen Waldie was also sent this article prior to publication. Helen and I are friends, and her contribution to our dance and creation of an integrated community has been extremely significant

Footnote 2009

There are areas in this article that need further exploration…. So watch this space

Jennifer Carmen sells CDs of Surayas show as well 

http://www.layalisharqmusic.co.uk/buy_raqs_sharqi_music.htm
Footnote 2014
I am at long last overhauling my site

This letter was submitted but not published

The time framing for writing this letter was 9 years ago

My reference points at the time were my own memories, my perceptions, and dancers who were around at the time to whom I was connected and still am.

I mean no disrespect by writing this letter and anyone that may have some comments to make (if their name has been mentioned) are most welcome to contact me if any of the points/account  have been misrepresented in any way

