
Send your articles, flyers, 

write-ups, etc. to : 

raq-on@hotmail.com.  

 

Our goal: 

To promote more commu-

nity events and networking 

opportunities for students, 

hobbyists, dancers, musi-

cians, vendors, and audi-

ences alike within NH & VT 

 

Keep on  

dancing, 

living, and 

loving, 

 

Amity 

    So here we are: E-zine #3!  

As New Englanders come out 

of hibernation, the dance 

scene is busting with events 

and performances! 

    Dancers have also been on 

the move, travelling both the 

United States and the world. 

Read about nationwide road 

trips and Bedouin tents in 

Egypt by your fellow Ver-

monters in this issue! 

   To reiterate what was said 

in the last three issues; this e-

zine is a community-wide 

project. Without dedicated 

contributors, this e-zine 

would not have the variety of 

articles and information here.  

     So please, consider con-

tributing! Weõll take articles, 

your NH & VT dance events, 

reviews on CDõs or DVDõs, 

why you dance, and anything 

else you feel will make this e-

zine complete.  

    This is a community space!  

It doesnõt matter if youõve 

been dancing thirty days or 

thirty years, we all are on a 

journey to find our own 

dance and style. 

    So hereõs the summer edi-

tion for your reading pleas-

ure! The next issue will be 

the winter edition in Decem-

ber 2010. All submissions are 

due by November 15th, 2010. 

 

-Articles on your experi-

ences, expertise, advice, etc. 

-Your questions for a Q&A 

Column 

-You classes including the 

following in order: State, City, 

Location, Day, Time, Descrip-

tion, Cost, Contact Info 

-CD, or DVD reviews 

-Upcoming events or recaps 

of events 

-Pictures!  

-Swap page items and 

òlooking foró listings 

-Ads, flyers, etc. 

-Anything else youõd love to 

share with our community! 

Email  your submissions to 

raq-on@hotmail.com 

Next deadline: November 

15th! 
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Secrets of Improvisation Revealed, Part III 
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By Alia Thabit (VT) 

The music is your friend.   

 The music is, in fact, everything. 

Dance is music made visible. Ibrahim Farrah 

said this dance is about the dancer showing the 

audience what she feels from the music. The 

music provides with you with emotional tim-

bres, structure, and the foundation for every 

move you make.  Listen to a lot of music. Get 

to understand its structure. Discover the call 

and response, the ornaments, the shifts in 

mood, rhythm, and tempo. Arabic music in 

particular is very deep and rich, which is why 

many people find it difficult to work with. 

There is treasure there, and it is waiting for 

you. 

 

 Every song has an inherent structure; 

even an improvisation (taqsim) has structure. 

There is the simple folkloric structure of verse, 

chorus, and bridge, repeated ad infinitum, and 

usually punctuated by taqasim from each of the 

melody instruments. There is the far more 

complex orchestral music of Egypt, such as the 

dancersõ orientales, packed with dynamic shifts 

in rhythm, tempo, and mode, and there is eve-

rything in between. Listen to lots of different 

music. Listen to the same songs over and over. 

Listen to Om Kalthoum in the original re-

cordings.  

 

 Learn to understand the deep struc-

tures of the songsñwhere the themes appear 

and reappear, the call and response of instru-

ment and orchestra, the shifts and pauses of an 

unaccompanied instrumental taqsim. It is essen-

tial to feel when the music is about to change, 

to feel the emotional timbres, to feel the narra-

tive power that underlies even the simplest 

song. That is what is meant by òfeeling the 

music.ó You actually feel whatõs happening in 

the music with your body (and you free your 

mind of distractions so you can express what 

you feel unimpeded by the static of thoughts). 

You have to listen to a lot of music, and you 

have to just let it wash over you and carry you 

away. 

 

 In the Egyptian tradition, you travel 

when the entire orchestra is playing and you 

stand still to interpret the taqsims, giving re-

spect to the musician pouring his or her heart 

out through the music. Each instrument is asso-

ciated with particular movement (and I have 

heard it said that the where the instrument is 

played influences where in the body that instru-

ment is represented): The drum  is the hips 

and accents (and it is usually held on the lap or 

worn at the hip). The oud , also a lap instru-

ment, with its serpentine taqsims, goes with 

shimmies and undulatory movements. The 

kanun , with high frequency vibrations, is an-

other shimmy instrument. The accordion  is 

perfect for various undulations of the torso 

(and it is played at the chest. The violin , played 

on the shoulder, is for slinky, undulatory move-

ment of the torso. The nay, or flute, is the 

most spiritual and ethereal of the instruments, 

for arms and hands and upward movement.  

 

 These are not hard and fast rules, but 

they help to give you ideas. Basically, what you 

feel from the music is what you dance. In the 

early Turkish Armenian tradition, with its more 

folkloric repertoire and simply structured 

songs, taqsims over slow chiftetelli were often 

used for floorwork, no matter what instrument 

was playing, so there is a lot of leeway.  As a 

dancer, you are free to interpret whatever 

instrument and/or part of the music you want. 

You can even take one part in your hips and 

another with the torso, or travel one section 

while shimmying another. American dancers, 

however, often pay more attention to the 

rhythm than the melodies or taqsims. Get famil-

iar with the melody lines. Interpret them as 

well. Itõs harder, but more rewarding than just 

sticking to the rhythm. 

 

 Middle Eastern music uses maqams, 

or modes, rather than scales, and there are 

thousands of them. Maqams are built around 

the intervals between the notes, and hence are 

remarkably flexible. Also they use more notes 

than we do, as they have variable microtones 

that fall between the notes on the piano. For 

more information about this, please check out 

Johnny Farrajõs excellent resource maqm-

world.com. What does it means for dancers?  

 

 Maqams traditionally have inherent 

emotional timbres. Some are sad, some happy, 

nostalgic, grand; the list goes on. When musi-

cians improvise, they travel from one maqam to 

another, and modal shifts are often incorpo-

rated into songs. As a dancer, you do not need 

to recognize each maqam; but you must listen 

for the emotional colors in the music, and por-

tray them with your face and body. How a song 

or taqsim strikes you may be different from 

how it strikes another (and donõt worry too 

much about if what you are feeling is òrightó--

even scholars disagree on what one feels from 

specific maqamat). What you feel is right for 

you, and itõs what you feel that is important 

here.  

 

 One caveat: there has to be some-

thing in the music for you to dance to. Arabic 

music has however many musicians, every 

one of them embellishing and ornamenting 

the music, giving you a rich, highly textured 

field. A lot of fusion and modern pop music 

has very little going on once you get past the 

main groove. It feels empty. This is when you 

get stuck in hip drop hell. Go with the good 

stuff. Real music protects, envelopes, and 

inspires you. There is no effort, only pleas-

ure. 

 

 Improvisation to live music is what 

this dance is truly about. Most of us work 

with recorded music, so we are limited to 

what the musicians felt the day they cut the 

recording; however when you have live mu-

sic, the musicians will play what they feelña 

given song may sound and feel very different 

from one day to the next. When you impro-

vise, you are free to embody the magic of 

this song, this day. You dance what the musi-

cians play, and they play what you dance. It is 

magical collaboration, and it is different every 

time. When you are truly òin the moment,ó 

individual steps and moves melt away, and 

you are free to just respond, your body sim-

ply moves with the music as a leaf on a wind.  

 

Alia Thabit is an Arab-American and a 

Vermont Juried Artist, Alia draws from 35 

years of immersion in technique, history, 

regional and folkloric styles, props, theat-

rical and fusion elements, costuming, mu-

sic, choreography, improvisation, and 

performance. Alia empowers students, 

highlighting creativity, individuality, and 

self-expression. For more about Alia, 

please visit http://earth-goddess.com 

Alia performing at Rakassah West, 

2009. Photo By Carl Sermon 
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By Jennie Harriman (VT) 
 

 

 

In the fall of 2009, my daughter and I took a trip across the country, ready for the adventure of the unknown. I was ex-

cited for this extended business trip offering photo fundraisers and art classes for children. As we began our trip and headed south 

for Connecticut, we stopped in Lebanon where I had the pleasure of photographing Amity Ollis. This photo shoot proved to be 

valuable inspiration by the time we reached Idaho. 

 

Since I have been teaching private art classes and photographing children and families for over ten years, that is where I 

put my marketing energy at the beginning of the trip. However, I soon learned that not all areas value art the way central Vermont 

and New Hampshire does, especially with the impact the economy has had out west, which I had not observed here. After at-

tempting to network for months through family, friends, my business mailing list, and personally contacting a large number of child-

care centers, I became discouraged when I received barely any concrete responses. We were 

in Idaho, so far from my customer base of children in the Upper Valley, and finances were 

dangerously low. I decide then to change my approach and completely focus on the belly 

dance community.   

 

 I searched the internet for dance instructors in Idaho and Oregon. Like Vermont and 

New Hampshire, I only found a handful of instructors in Idaho.  I was amazed and thrilled to 

find that Oregon had over forty! I sent e-mails to all the dancers I could find in both states, 

offering to barter photography for a dance class or workshop. I received responses from 

dancers that same day!  

 

 On a gorgeous day with vibrant fall colors, I photographed Mearah at a park in Boise. 

In Nampa, I photographed Jahanara, and then gave a private art class to her daughter. These 

experiences, along with the first photo shoot of the trip with Amity, were uplifting. As I con-

tinued to receive responses from dancers in Oregon, I felt embraced. The Middle Eastern 

Dance Guild of Eugene (MEDGE) invited me to photograph live dancers at the MEDGE fall 

festival, so we drove west to Oregon.  Due to this invitation, we ended up stayed in Oregon 

for three weeks. Four dancers in particular made our stay in Oregon a success. Their hospi-

tality, openness, generosity, and love of photography funded the rest of our trip, and I made 

some lovely new friends. 

 

Dunyah (Denise Gilbertson) was the first dancer in Oregon to respond to my 

initial e-mail and initiated my invitation to attend the MEDGE festival. She is both a dancer 

and a musician. I had the opportunity to see her dance and hear her band Americanistan 

play at the festival and in her home in Eugene, and at Saqraõs Showcase in the Portland 

area. In the midst of taking photos, I spent a few minutes in her workshop on balancing 

with props. I like dancing on goblets!  

 

 

Sabine (Kathy Forrester) invited us to stay in her home after the festival. I was 

grateful after a long day. We woke up that morning and drove three hours to get to 

Eugene in time for me to take a sword-dancing workshop with Sabine.  Then I photo-

graphed dancers from noon until ten in the evening. It was an honor to take the workshop 

and watch this talented woman dance. Sabine also set up a day for photo shoots at her 

studio, where I photographed several dancers both inside and outside. One of my favorite 

stories from the trip is from that day. I was photographing Sabine outside when a group of 

males walked by, did a double take, and then walked back to check it out. It is not every 

day that you see a gorgeous belly dancer outside doing double sword moves!  

 

  

Swords, Hula Hoops, and Photos: A Westward Journey  


