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MEDAH is a non-profit organization 

dedicated to promoting the diversity of 

Middle Eastern and related forms of 

dance, music, and culture, through 

education, instruction and community. 

MEDAH,  

the gift of dance, community and education. 

$20 doesn‟t buy much these days, but that‟s the 

low price of membership to Hawaii‟s only non-

profit group devoted to Middle Eastern dance 

and culture.  Included with your dues: 

Our improved online mini-mag the Z. 

Teacher Listings on our Website 

Ad listings on our Website, in the Z, and via 

email to members 

Performance opportunities 

Local and national teacher 

seminars 

Access to the Video library 

Fundraising activities  

Vending opportunities 

Membership meetings 

Annual Voting Privileges  

Great Haflas –parties! 

Advertising:  Ads submitted to 

the Z must be camera ready.  Elec-

tronic submissions preferred.  

Rates: $20 full page (8 1/2 x 11); $10 

half page (8 1/2 x 5 1/2); $5 quarter 

page (4x5 1/2); and $2.50 business 

card (3 1/2 x 2). 

 

Submission Deadline:  

Submissions are due on the 15th of 

the month. The Z is posted monthly 

at the beginning of each month.  

Mail Submissions to:  

MEDAH 

PO Box 22282,  

Honolulu, HI 96823 
 

 Or via Email: Editor@MEDAH.org 

All submissions for Z publication 

are subject to editor‟s review, revi-

sion, and suitability for print.  

Members are encouraged to sub-

mit letters, articles, reviews, pho-

tos, and advertisements pertain-

ing to the arts of the Middle East 

to the editor. 
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To Contact the Z Editors:  

 

Amy (President) 

Zagoreet@hotmail.com 

 

Jessica Schmidt Rose 

Editor@MEDAH.org 



Minutes of the Membership Meeting 3-21-09 

The membership was called to order by President Amy  Bright at 1:18 p.m. at 

Ala Moana Barnes & Noble.    In attendance were Medah members:  Amy 

Bright, Willow Chang, Dorothy Wheeler, Beth Biller, Renee Arnold, Anas 

Nasr,  and Jessica Schmidt. 

Due to the late election and transition, no previous minutes were approved. 

Old Business: 

(I)   Election Results for officers.    17 votes were received by regular mail. 

Member Chang suggested that the nomination and election process for the 

2008/09 year was not properly followed, because a list of the current mem-

bership had not been provided; nor was the ballot sent in a timely manner; 

nor was it held at a hafla where membership could vote in person; thus there 

was not sufficient transparency.  However, Schmidt noted it is point of fact 

that the previous election did follow all MEDAH bylaws, and therefore was 

valid.  The ballots were not sent in a timely manner because one board 

member proposed changes to the bylaws and did not follow through on 

them.  The re-election took place at the insistence of two board members, 

and the remainder of the board acquiesced. 

Suzanne Hamdi Keyser officially resigned from the nomination to the board 

by email before the meeting and did not renew membership. 

Member Wheeler made a motion that Suzanne Hamdi Keyser not be allowed 

to be a member.   This stems from an incident on March 14. 

The motion was seconded by Willow Chang and it passed unanimously. 

Former member Keyser’s vote was therefore not opened or counted. 

Member Biller opened the envelopes and called out the vote while Member 

Chang kept the tally. 

Amy Bright was elected President by 14 votes 

Renée Arnold was elected Secretary by 14 votes 

Bob McKeand was elected member-at-large by 13 votes 

Dorothy Wheeler was elected member-at-large by 13 votes 

Write-in for Treasure – 1 for Dorothy Wheeler, 1 for Glo Ayson 

Write-in for member-at-large :  1 for Gale Fenna 

II)  Election result for referendum to reduce the membership dues for 2009 

from $30 to $20.     Passed:   11 voted for;  3 against;  2 abstained. 

Member Chang was against the dues reduction, stating that we need funds to 

provide options such as bringing in teachers for workshops, providing 

food for haflahs, ability to allow members free entrance to haflahs. 

The point was made that MEDAH  did not have a budget created yet for this 

year;  plans could not properly be made.  We need to decide where we 

want our money to go. 

It was argued that much of the money had been needed for printing and mail-

ing the Zagoreet.   However, due to the vote in February to make the 

Zagoreet online, less money would now be needed . 

It was also argued that the lower dues cost would be helpful in these hard 

economic times.  It would attract more members. 

It was reported that some members had complained that $30 was too much 

because they didn’t receive enough for that price.    The Zagoreet was not 

coming out often enough. 

It was countered that it would be more difficult to raise the dues in the future. 

It was pointed out that the bylaws allow for dues to be changed and that we 

could raise them again next year if need be. 

The slogan “twenty for twenty” was suggested, emphasizing that it is a 

special price for 2009 only, to celebrate MEDAH’s  twentieth year. 

III)  Election result for referendum to remove term limits for all officers 

except the President.   Passed:  11 voted for; 3 against; 1 abstained; 1 

voted for all officers including the President. 

IV)   After the results removing term limits, President Bright made three 

appointments which were all accepted:   Dorothy Wheeler  to continue 

being Treasurer;  Willow Chang to be Vice President;  Anas Nasr to be 

Member-at-Large and Sergeant-at-Arms. 

V)  There was no Treasurer’s Report made. 

New Business: 

I)  Discussion continued  over the advantages and disadvantages of the 

Zagoreet being available on internet or in hard copy. 

What is the incentive for joining MEDAH if the Z  is free online?  There is 

still need to ask people to submit articles, therefore being online will not 

change that fact.  It will be easier to update regularly when online. 

Member Schmidt said she is still committed to working on the Z and ob-

taining information for the Z from the membership, if the Board and 

membership is willing to contribute. 

It was argued by many present that the Internet is more open and free, 

which is the way of the world now.  Maybe the Z will attract more mem-

bers if it’s online. 

One of the anonymous voters suggested having the Z available online but 

only through delivery by email to members, and not on the website ac-

cessible to the public. 

II)    The design of the MEDAH website was discussed. 

The website now has 5 links:  officers listing;  teachers listing; MEDAH 

information such as the bylaws;  the Zagoreet;  public information in-

cluding how to advertise and a calendar of events. 

It was discussed whether or not to give all members access to archives 

online. Would we need to have a password?  Only 2 members have no 

email. 

There was discussion of putting the video archives on the website and 

whether we would need permission from the dancers who appear on 

them.  This should not be necessary because the videos were taken in a 

public venue. 

It was suggested to have a  more dynamic  homepage with revolving photo-

graphes and a counter.  A Facebook site was also mentioned. 

Schmidt said she was unable to find the archives of the Zagoreet that Mem-

ber-at-Large Bob McKeand had supposedly included with the video ar-

chives.  She wondered if her computer was the problem and said maybe 

someone else should try looking at them.  Schmidt and Biller are going to 

review the video archives to see if Zs are available.   They also plan to 

ask Bob about this. 

Those teachers who have paid will be put onto the website. 

It was suggested to send members a letter to find out what they want on the 

website. 

President Bright will email a letter to Wheeler and she will send it to the 

members in regular mail.   This will be to inform the membership of the 

election results. 

The meeting was adjourned at 2:40 p.m. by President Amy Bright. 

Respectfully submitted by 

Secretary Renée Arnold 

(Edited by Jessica Schmidt Rose) 
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 Aloha Members!   

It’s a new year, and although we’re already well into Spring, 

this is the first issue for the Zagoreet in 2009.  The elec-

tions have finally concluded, and the new board is now ready 

to make MEDAH’s 20th year memorable.   

The board needs volunteers for events and haflas.  If you’re 

interested in helping out with sponsoring an event or hafla; 

assisting with clean up, set up, decorations, etc, please con-

tact President Amy!   

We’re also looking for help with the Zagoreet.  Please sub-

mit photos, articles, DvD reviews, and anything else print 

worthy to our PO Box (see address on page 2) or 

(preferably) to me via email at Editor@MEDAH.org   

Mahalo and Aloha,  

Jessica    

From the Desk of the Editor 

By: Jessica S Rose 

 

The 2009 MEDAH Board has been 

elected and is ready to go.  The following 

pages reveal the Board that you voted for, 

and shed light into each of these MEDAH Officers per-

sonalities, interests, and strengths.   

 

Meet the Board! 
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Amy began studying dance under Willow Chang 

four years ago. She continues her practice with Wil-

low as well as with visiting instructors such as Zoe 

Jakes, Sabrina Fox, Prince Andrew, Aisha of 

Greece, and Ava Fleming. A part of Sangha Dance 

Theatre, she has performed in local and mainland 

events including Passport Productions' PUJA: an 

Offering in Dance at Paliku Theatre and Rakassah 

West in San Francisco. 

Her current goals are to continue the study of tech-

nique and performance of both Middle Eastern 

dance and music, to improve in costume design and 

sewing, and to add more dance forms to her reper-

toire. 

In addition to dance, she pursues harp, singing, 

teaching literature, and journalism. Above all, she is 

grateful for the ability to study one of the world's 

most joyful dances in one of the world's most beauti-

ful places. 

Vice President:  Willow Chang 

Since 1995, MEDAH member Willow‟s been Publicity Director, member at 

large, Zagoreet/Z editor & President for 5 terms. Her ideas are MEDAH 

standards: the video/photo library, website, hotline, performance fundrais-

ers, video haflas, Foster Garden‟s Gleam & Teacher Workshops. She organ-

ized workshops with Baraka (‟97), Ansuya (‟98), Rashid (‟06) & Michael 

McElhaney (‟07) as MEDAH fundraisers. She attends every event ready to 

MC, share, clean up, organize, brainstorm, teach & of course, dance. She 

celebrates the mission of MEDAH and enjoys the diversity in our commu-

nity. 

Trained in voice, dance, music, costume design & visual arts, Willow holds 

a degree in Dance (UH). She was in a Hula Halau for 10 years & danced in 

Hawaiian Show in Egypt (1994). Classical Indian dance, Balinese, Bolly-

wood, Flamenco, Argentinean Tango, Ballet & Modern are a few of the 

dances she has studied. For the past 15 years, she‟s focused on Middle 

Eastern & related forms. Traveling annually to study & perform with mas-

ter teachers, she is invited to share her emotive, innovative and elegant 

dance at a wide spectrum of events. Highlights include: Germany, Switzer-

land, Greece at UNESCO‟s 20th International Dance Congress, Cairo, 

Egypt, Music Medicine Concert/Festival, IAMED‟S Belly Dance Reloaded 

Concert/DVD, Layali al Saif concert, Santa Monica, Hollywood Music DVD 

series, Leela‟s Arabia Exotica Concert & Margaret Cho‟s Sensuous Woman 

Concert. In 2008,Willow joined the teaching staff for Rakkasah West & East Dance Festival. 

In teaching, Willow presents a methodical, impassioned understanding of movement & performance dynamics, 

emphasizing the musical & cultural context. She choreographs her own contemporary solo dances & ensemble 

works as artistic director of SANGHA Dance Theater. Her company, Passport Productions produces workshops, 

events & the Annual PUJA Dance Concert/Festival. 

President: Amy! 



 

Secretary: Renee Arnold 

Renée Arnold is a respected Middle Eastern dance performer and instructor now 

residing in Honolulu, Hawaii. Studying Middle Eastern dance as a teenager in El Paso, 

Texas, she learned the basics of the art form from Zourna of San Francisco, who 

introduced the cabaret style of belly dance to Renée‟s hometown.   Renée lived and 

danced professionally in Paris for more than a year, performing at several of the city‟s 

popular Middle Eastern restaurants and clubs, including the famous El Djazair 

nightclub in the Latin Quarter.   She performed in other European cities before pursuing 

acting in Los Angeles where she became a regularly featured performer in local Middle 

Eastern nightclubs.  For over a decade, she performed in more than two dozen venues in 

Los Angeles, including legendary places like Ali Baba‟s, The Seventh Veil, The Fez, 

Marrakech, Port of Athens, Athenian Gardens, Byblos, Cascades, Abu Nawa‟s, Koko‟s, 

Moun of Tunis and Cabaret Tehran.      
 

While studying acting at the Loft Studio along with Michelle Pfeiffer, Angelica Houston 

and other well-known actors, Renée appeared in films, commercials, talk shows, radio 

shows and music videos.  She studied and/or performed with well-known teachers and 

performers including Ibrahim Farrah, Mahmoud Reda, Vivianne of Lebanon, Dahlena, Aisha Ali, Feiruz, Marta 

Schill, and Marie Silva.   She participated in the Opening Ceremony of the 23rd Summer Olympics and is a member 

of the Screen Actors Guild, recently serving on the SAG Nominating Committee for the Academy Awards.  
 

She currently dances at Pyramids Restaurant on Kapahulu Avenue in Honolulu and teaches French at Kapi‟olani 

Community College where she developed a summer study abroad program in the south of France.  
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Gl

Willow 

Sangha 
 

Treasurer: Dorothy Wheeler 

In 1980, I began studying belly dancing in Boston with Nancy Barbor ("Nasreen"), a 

wonderful instructor and Bennington College graduate. She was a regular featured 

dancer at Averof‟s who brought Morocco to Boston for a performance. At that time, 

Boston had a huge Middle Eastern community with many different clubs offering Ara-

bic dancing and Greek dancing - clubs such as Averof‟s, The Sultan‟s Tent, The Middle 

East Restaurant. By 1981, I had my first performance in the Middle East Restaurant 

as a participant in a belly dance contest. By 1982, I had been asked to dance regularly 

at the Middle East Restaurant as “Jameela”. However, I felt uncomfortable performing 

in front of Lebanese and Palestinian men who were very vocal about approaching the 

dancer. Consequently, I switched to performing belly grams at birthday parties and 

special occasions. 

 

I have been active in MEDAH since Dec., 1995. I love to help bring out the "dance" in all the "wall flowers" who 

come to our fundraisers and haflahs. Knowing that each dancer has her own special style and unique background 

experience, I believe that it‟s important for me to acknowledge her style and special qualities - to bring out the 

best in her by letting her know with praise that I support what she does well while always tying that praise to 

something concrete or specific. 

 

I changed careers from business and international banking to teaching, and am finally „following my bliss‟ by 

teaching English as a Second Language (ESL). I enjoy bringing people together from diverse cultures - bridging 

communication gaps and sharing the appreciation for cultural diversity. Currently, I tutor Japanese and Kore-

ans. Since May, 2000, I‟ve taught at KCC, HPU, TransPacific Hawaii College, Roosevelt High School, University 

of Hawaii at Manoa, T I M Program for visiting Japanese students, Outreach College, N.I.C.E. Program; in 1989-

1990, I taught kindergarten and intermediate levels in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, at the Saudi Arabian International 

School ‑ British‑Dutch Section („Jeddah Prep‟), the Continental School, and the Learn and Play Center while 

tutoring adults and children in ESL at my home in Jeddah. 

 

I have traveled in Western China, Hong Kong, Pakistan, Europe, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and Canada; 

lived in India, Portugal, Japan, Korea, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Turkey, Algeria, 

Saudi Arabia, and Egypt. As a result of my interests in various cultures, I learned how to read, write and speak 

in  French, Spanish and Modern Greek while learning first hand how to speak Arabic (Egyptian dialect - cannot 

read or write it). However, I cannot say that I am truly fluent in any of these languages. I love dancing – Ameri-

can, Greek, Latin American, Hawaiian hula and belly dancing. 
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Member at Large: Anas Nasr 

Born and raised in Egypt in a music loving family Anas started to learn 

and play music at the age of 4. He self studied a variety of instruments 

including the Piano, Oud, Guitar, Qanoon and drumming. Anas came to 

the USA in 1982 for Graduate Architecture studies at MIT and gradu-

ated from Northeastern University, Boston, MA with a Master's degree 

in Civil Engineering. As a Licensed Professional Engineer Anas has con-

tributed to a lot of construction projects in Hawaii and other states.  

Anas moved to Hawaii in 1991 and established himself as an active 

member of its community. In 2003 he founded a middle eastern musical 

band known as "Tamr Henna Ensemble" that performed in Hawaii in a 

variety of concerts and public performances. 

Member at Large: Bob McKeand 

Hi everyone, this is Bob McKeand.  Here is a short account of myself: 

My Dad was in the Air Force and I arrived in Hawaii in the 4th Grade.  My family was later transferred to 

Washington DC.  But we returned to Hawaii in time for my junior year of High School.  Later I went to Mo-

desto CA  and later to Chico CA.  After getting a Degree in Psychology I returned to Hawaii. I started living on 

the Outer Islands.  First the Big Island, then Maui. Next I went to live on Kauai. I landed a great situation on 

Kauai and ended up staying there about 13 years.  I lived through 2 hurricanes there and also began taking 

pictures of bellydancers there also.  One of the locations was a club right on a main pier down in Nawiliwili.  

You could feel the waves as you watched the dancers, what a great place.  Unfortunately the club was lost in a 

hurricane and never was rebuilt. About this time I began the Carpenters Apprentice Program.  Also I began 

working on Lanai.  One weekend I'd return to Kauai and the next weekend I'd come to my folks' home in Hono-

lulu. 

 

     My introduction to Medah was really spectacular.  It was New Years Eve and Medah was having a show at 

the YWCA downtown.  I was on the street nearby and I heard bellydance music coming from down the street 

between the high rises.  I kept watching and I spotted and old truck with musicians on the back playing the 

music.  Following the truck came  a troupe of bellydancers.  They arrived at 

the YWCA and I took some pictures and followed everyone upstairs to the 

show.  During the show I took pictures and I was hooked. I joined Medah at 

that time.  I still have those photos. 

 

        As the years passed I was a working Union Carpenter and had plenty of 

money so I'd come to the meetings and give prints to everyone.  Later I wasn't 

a working carpenter anymore. I began selling pictures really cheap to the 

dancers.  At one point Medah bought a video camera and I would give the 

dancers videos of their performances.  They appreciated that and I loved doing 

it.  Unfortunately a later Medah leadership, not really performers but more an 

exercise group, took back the camera and stripped me of my title as official 

photographer.  Thank goodness we have a more sensible leadership now. 

 

       Right now I love taking pictures for Medah and also selling pictures 

cheaply to the dancers.  I'm very happy I can now take pictures and shoot 

video at the same time.  I really love to edit the pictures wile I watch the 

video.  If any one wants pictures or video of an event please call me at 422-

6671.  



20 Years of MEDAH, pictures from the past: 
Photography by Bob McKeand 
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Amy 

An Interview with Kajira Djoumahna 
by Beth Biller, transcription by Ry Herman 

 

Recently, I had the opportunity to sit down and talk to one of the founding mothers of American Tribal 

Style (ATS) bellydance, Kajira Djoumahna. ATS is a group improvisational form, fusing elements of 

dance styles from the Middle East, India, and along the silk road. Kajira studied for 8 years with 

Carolena Nericcia, the founder of ATS and director of the FatChanceBellyDance troupe.  Kajira is also 

the founder and director of the BlackSheep BellyDance troupe.  She is the author of the Tribal Bible, 

the definitive tome on ATS, and the founder and organizer of Tribal Fest, the world’s largest and best 

known tribal bellydance festival.  Kajira taught workshops on Oahu on January 24th and was the fea-

tured performer in a bellydance community show at Ong King that evening. 

 

How did you start bellydancing? 

 

Well, that‟s a good story.  I had been trying all kinds of different movement arts, mostly through jun-

ior colleges and recreation centers… In California, throughout the mainland, the rec centers have 

tons of really good dance programs and lots of variety, and same with the junior colleges.  And things 

were cheap, so I had to learn everything.  I tried flamenco and African and Asian and samba and 

salsa, and the number one thing – it really pushed me into these movement arts – was jazzercise.  I 

had the feeling that I couldn‟t dance.  That was just in my mind, “I can‟t dance, I‟m not a good 

dancer.”  Jazzercise really, really helped me, and opened my mind to the possibility that I could move 

with the music.  So I really do want to thank jazzercise.  And then, after that, that‟s when I started 

experimenting with the other movement forms. 

 

So one day I was looking through the recreation department thing, and I saw, “Oh!  Bellydancing!  

That sounds interesting, I‟ve never tried that.”  I‟d never even seen a bellydancer.  So, I thought, 

“Well, let me just find out, then, and check that one out.”  And the rest was history.  I fell in love from 

the first day.  I loved the music, I loved the women and the camaraderie in the class, and I loved the 

different body types especially, because some of the other styles seemed to be more stringent with 

their body expectations.  And, I just fell in love with the movements, they felt so natural.  And I had 

such a good time that I dropped all my other movement forms and just focused on that… 

 

I didn‟t start bellydancing until I was, I think, thirty years old, and I knew from my other dance ex-

periment things that sometimes that‟s your retirement age.  And one thing that really made me ex-

cited about bellydance was that fact that it didn‟t have an age limit.  And so I was super excited but I 

didn‟t want to waste time getting up to speed.  And learning as much as I could ... oh my gosh, I stud-

ied every style.  I finally one day realized that I can‟t specialize in every style, but I‟m really glad that 

I studied so much because it really informed me as a dancer and gave me a well-rounded education. 

 

I started with Cabaret.  There wasn‟t any Tribal available where I was, which was north of San 

Francisco.  And at that time, the only tribal that was available at all was Fat Chance.  And I hadn‟t 

heard of them, because I just looked at my rec center thingee-bobby. 

 

How did you settle on ATS (American Tribal Style) as your primary dance style? 

 

Initially, I saw Fat Chance at Rakkasah, and I ran up to their booth afterwards and got their info.  It 

was hard, because it would take me two and a half to three hours round trip to get down there…  
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I had some friends, we would drive down from Sonoma county, head to Suhaila Salimpour‟s class, 

take her class, and then we would zip over across the Bay Bridge to San Francisco and take Carolena 

Nericcio‟s classes, and then go home tired and happy…  But I did that for eight years to take that 

specially with Carolena, because I felt that style really, really called to me.  But at the same time, I 

continued studying with other styles.  I studied with Suhaila intensely for two years, and Jamila 

[Salimpour] as well, before she was teaching regular classes.  She was so funny – we had to really 

prod her into doing it.  She was so modest that she would teach some privates, me and a couple of 

friends who studied with Suhaila a lot.  Oh, the early days were fun, yeah… 

The thing about [FatChance] that stood out and made me run to their booth was they were so differ-

ent.  You have to remember, this was probably back in the 80‟s, the really late 80‟s or early 90‟s ... 

yeah, it would be early 90‟s.  And there was nothing, nothing else.  The closest thing to ATS was folk-

loric presentation… 

And I saw a duet that I‟ll never forget – it had Rina Rall and Jill Parker, who at that time were prin-

cipals in FatChance, and they did this lovely duet.  They were facing one another, and they did these 

body waves that were so close that their bellies touched – but these were so unusual back then.   And 

they did these waves for a while, and then they dropped, in perfect synchronicity, into Turkish drop-

style; back, then drop to the floor – not the spinning, jumping Turkish drops, but the regular ones… 

I thought, the only way you can dance with other people, you have to have a choreographer.  Not 

true!  And that was huge for me, a huge revelation… Once I experienced that feeling of tribe, that 

oneness, that transcendental sphere, I feel like its an alpha state, it‟s like a meditation, where ... it 

doesn‟t happen every time, but if you‟re really one with the music and everything is clicking, you 

kind of have this real feeling.  And I love that feeling.  Once I started doing ATS, it actually hap-

pened to me while dancing with others, where all I could see was my sisters‟ faces, and the audience 

in the background would go into a blur.  We had no idea how long, or anything, we were dancing.  It 

was so sublime, and I will never forget it. 

What was studying with Carolena Nericcio and FatChance like? 

When I started with her, we were in a little studio called Betty May Studio.  And it was designed for 

children, so the bathroom stalls were small and the toilets were short, and the ceilings were fairly 

low.  And the mirrors were all kind of low, so we couldn‟t always see our arms when they were raised 

above our heads.  It was really cute and really funny.  And there were holes in that room and this 

and that.  And of course she still had us come in and change out of our street clothes and put on our 

dancewear.   

Even back then.  I think that came from ballet training – the only other form besides martial arts 

that I know of where you put on a uniform or a costume to learn.  And that‟s to better aid the teacher 

seeing the bodies, and the lines, and the shapes. Because I asked her that once.  “Why do we all have 

to do this?”  “Well, because that way I can see immediately anything that needed correction, when 

I‟m looking at a sea of bodies.”  So that sort of makes sense.  And it was part of the ritual, I think too, 

to separate mundane life from your special dance life.  But, you know, we all had to have our black 

skirts and long sleeved black cholis, hair up and… a hip scarf – very ballet to have to go do that.  So 

anyway, you‟d have twenty women waiting for a two-stalled baby bathroom.  You had to get there 

really early to get dressed. 

(Continued on Page 12…) 
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But after that, she finally moved to Noe Valley Ministry, and that had a separate section… where we 

could change.  And it was a bigger space, with “adult” mirrors.  And she was there for probably ten 

years, or something, and then she moved over to her current studio...  So I knew her through three 

studio changes.  Yeah, I think she was a little bit more relaxed at first, too, before she was diagnosed 

with MS [Multiple Sclerosis].  She seemed to be funnier, have an easier sense of humor.  Laughter 

came easier to her. 

I didn’t realize she had MS. 

Oh, yes, yes, now it‟s a public thing.  She was very open about that.  And that happened – I‟m not 

sure, either at the end of Betty May or at the beginning of Noe Valley Ministry. 

But that’s a huge thing to be dealing with in your own life. 

Absolutely. 

And then to be keeping up, you know, dance classes and a troupe. 

Absolutely, absolutely.  It did get her further into her fitness training and further into health, because 

she wanted to be functional for as long as possible.  And frankly, I think she‟s done an amazing job of 

that.  You know, she can still dance.  She told me once that she was supposed have been in a wheel-

chair by now.  But definitely, that‟s not her, she won‟t let that happen.  She‟s wonderful. 

What was it like when you set off on your own and started teaching and developing your own format? 

It was wonderful.  I also continued studying with my teachers, especially Carolena.  A little with Su-

haila, but mostly I was focusing on Carolena at that time.  So I started my own classes.  And she was 

fine with that – this was back before she had any teacher training or anything like that.  But she did 

honor me greatly.  My first national workshop I ever taught was one Carolena sent me on – to Florida, 

to go teach a weekend workshop there.  And I did such a good job that she said that she would send 

me from then on out.  But then she realized her troupe could do that; I wasn‟t a troupe member yet. 

One notable feature of your format compared to other ATS formats is that you do movements on both 

the right and left side of the body.  Can you comment on this?  I know in my troupe in Arizona, we 

started out doing primarily right side movements and ended up adding in left side movements once 

several troupe members started to have right side back and knee injuries. 

I have heard of things like that, actually, and I‟ve taught several people around the country and the 

world who have claimed things like that, and claimed bursitis – doctors and everybody telling them, 

you know, it‟s bad, and all that jazz.  To Carolena‟s credit, she‟s always encouraged everybody to go to 

the gym to “even themselves out.”  But frankly, I don‟t know of many people who have enough time or 

money to devote themselves to two or three dance classes a week as well as two or three or four gym 

sessions to “even themselves out.”  So I believe I was the very first person who was itching, all along, 

ever since I was studying with her, to do things on the other side.  So as soon as I started my ATS 

classes, that was the first thing I implemented for all asymmetrical moves.  So all asymmetrical 

moves in my format I use on both sides of the body, so that I can have leaders not only in one or two 

positions – the traditional stage left for FatChance or possibly middle – but I also have leaders on 

stage right.  So we can switch from one to the other.  One of the things that used to irk me, even back 

in the student shows – the “student salons” are what Carolena used to call her haflas, student salons.  

They weren‟t really haflas, they were like performances.  So I‟d done dozens of those, and one of the 

things that bugged me was every time I went to a theater show to see FatChance and whatnot, I al-

ways had to sit to stage left so that I could see the dancers facing me.  If I sat stage right, audience 

left, I was going to see butts most of the time…  
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Every other dance form I have studied does everything on both sides except for salsa.  Salsa is al-

ways, women always use their right leg stepping forward, or stepping back, always, as the man 

does, whatever.  So that‟s another one-sided form; it‟s the only other one I‟ve ever found.  But it‟s 

odd.  So I was adamant.  And I feel that‟s probably my single greatest contribution to tribal style 

group improvisational dancing is the ability to  easily flow from one side to the other, to turn your 

chorus, to divide you chorus, to just have so much more interest and make all seats worthwhile in 

the house. 

Do you have any advice for beginners? 

Everybody does this, reach what I call plateaus, in learning, where we‟ll progress really quickly for 

a while, and then suddenly – darn, it seems like nothing‟s changing.  And that can be a big frus-

tration, especially for beginners until they realize they‟ve done this a few times, and realize it‟s 

normal.  But in fact, I think some people can get frustrated to that they might even quit.  Which 

just is such a shame because all the plateau means is that you‟re getting ready for another break-

through.  I‟ve finally learned that.  It took me probably ten years to actually understand that. 

Where do you see tribal bellydance going in the next 10 years? 

I see tribal bellydance as a whole being just as popular if not more so – gosh, I believe tribal fusion 

and ATS and these tribal whatevers are easily the fastest growing bellydance form anywhere in 

the world right now.  In several countries, not every single one, obviously.  Aside perhaps from 

Middle Eastern countries, let‟s clarify that – but they love tribal in India, they love tribal frickin‟ 

everywhere.  And it‟s just growing and growing, so I only see it being more and more and more and 

more popular as more and more groups everywhere start to do it. 

What are your plans for the future? 

My plans for the future.  Well, it‟s super exciting because I have a whole new troupe experience 

thing, and I‟m really excited because we just all got back from California, and filmed three DVD‟s.  

And some of the girls hadn‟t even met each other before.  Everybody was so great.  It was just a 

fantastic bonding experience.  They were from all over the place:  Wisconsin, Illinois, Hawaii, Cali-

fornia, Taiwan.  Fabulous.  And I hope to keep adding people.  And how I got these ladies together 

– some of them were ex-troupe members from earlier incarnation of BlackSheep BellyDance and 

United We Dance, my previous troupe, and one was a member a also of the latest incarnation of 

BSBD, and then the other ones I met – well, one was a BSBD Hawaii girl when I had a group here 

for a couple years, and the two others are teachers that I had trained and had been working with 

my format, and recently became certified in level two.  And they came and danced just like they‟d 

danced with everybody before, even though we‟d never danced together.  So I‟m super excited 

about this new project.  And I hope as I continue teaching more people, and getting more level two 

people or higher, that I will be able to extend my invitation to those sisters to join us.  And this 

BlackSheep BellyDance, we‟re doing everything one project at a time.  Our first project was the 

DVD‟s; our next project will be our performance at Tribal Fest Number 9, Number 9 (3X3). 

(the end) 



Listings are a reflection of MEDAH members in good 

standing, not all who teach belly dance in Hawai‟i. 

Renee Arnold 

(808) 951-0115 
renee@reneearnold.com 
 
Private and Semi-Private Classes 

By appointment. 
Call for details.  

 

Beth Biller 

(520) 250-8523 
www.myspace.com/atomic_butterfly 
Director, Dakini Dance Company 
 
Manoa Dance Studio 

ManoaDanceStudio.com 
Manoa Marketplace 
2851 E. Manoa Rd. Suite 1-207 
American Tribal Style  
Improvisational Belly Dance 
Basic ATS moves and drills - Wednesday 7-8 pm 

Tribal Group Improvisation - Wednesday 8-9 pm 

 
Private and Semi-Private Classes 

By appointment. 
Call for details.  

 

Naia 

(808) 497-9858 
naia_raks@yahoo.com 
NaiaRaks.com 
www.myspace.com/naiadancehawaii 

日本語でどうぞ。 

 
30 Minute Fitness Dance Studio 

Nauru Tower 
1330 Ala Moana Blvd. 
Honolulu, Hawaii 96814 
Mixed Level: 
Mondays 6:30-7:30 pm 

 
Private and Semi-Private Classes 

By appointment. 
Call for details.  

 

 

Willow Chang 

(808) 292-0820 
http://www.WillowChang.com 
www.myspace.com/willowchang 
Director, SANGHA Dance Theater 
 
Private and Semi-Private Classes 

By appointment. 
Call for details. 
 
Heaven on Earth Fit Studio 

Corner or King St. and Isenberg St. 
Bollywood Dance Class - Wednesdays 7 pm 

Absolute Technique - Saturdays 10-11 am 

Synergy: Intermediate Level - Saturdays 11-12 noon 

 
Kapiolani Women's Center 

Beretania Street and Artesian  
Way; Ground Level 
Saturdays 8:15-9:15 am 

 
Queen's Medical Women's Center 

Ground Level 
Tuesday 4:40-5:30 pm 

 
Weekday Warrior 

call for location 
Wednesday 11-12 noon 

Friday 11-12 noon 

 
Kapiolani Community College 

Offered through the Outreach  
Program. Maile Dance Studio,  
Upper Campus. 
Intro and Continuing Tech - Tuesdays 6-8 pm 

Continuing and Int Tech - Thursdays 6-8 pm 

(808) 734-9211 or (808) 734 9315 
1 to 2 month Sessions. 
Call for information  

Around Town: Calendar:  
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 Please submit events  if you are a member of a dance company, troop, collective, or solo artist and an event is 

coming up that you would like to share with the community.   Please send all  information to our PO Box or 

via email to: Editor@medah.org.   Watch your email for updates on events. 

Dance Classes in Hawaii: 
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20 for 20. 
 

Join MEDAH in our 20th year. 

 

For only $20, you can participate in numerous exciting MEDAH events  

for little or no cost, help educate the community about Middle Eastern  

Dance, and be involved in this dynamic organization.  Join Now! 

 

Send a check for $20 - to our PO Box, or come to our next meeting or  

event. 

 

 

Middle Eastern Dance Artists of Hawaii 

MEDAH 

c/o Treasurer 

P.O. Box 22282 

Honolulu, HI 96823-22282  


