More Atlanta women have
the stomach for belly dancing

Jane Bezenah may be a 57-year-old
Newnan grandmother by day, but
come the weekend this youthful bru-
nette dons silky veils and a belt of
dangling coins. Her midrifT bare. she
whirls and shimmies to the exotic
strains of Middle Eastern music,

In short, she becomes another per-
son. By the name of Enaj.

Bezenah is but one of hundreds of
Atlanta women who participate in
the centuries-old art of Middle East-
ern folk dancing --- commonly called
belly dancing. They come from all
walks of life, and most, like Bezenah,
are Americans who are not of Middle
Eastern descent but adopt an Arabic
stage name. (In Bezenah's case, it
turned out Jane spelled backward
sounded vaguely Arabic.)

Some only take lessons, others go
on to teach and lead their own
troupes, and still others become pro-
fessionals, accepting paid gigs in
local restaurants. Five years ago, after
her daughter lured her to a dance
class, Bezenah started a business
importing authentic harem costumes
from Egypt and Turkey. The name of

the business is Hanezeb's. That's right:

Bezenah spelled backward.

Working through a Web site and
by appointment out of the family
home, Hanezeb's sells almost any-
thing the harem dancer might need
--- beaded bras, com belts, silk pants
slit up each side, anklets, elaborate
Jewelry, veils and zils, or finger cym-
bals. Sold by the piece and in sets,
the silky clothing at Hanezeb's
ranges from $26 for a pair of Turkish
anklets to as much as $950 for a top-
of-the-line costume by well-known
makers such as Bella of Istanbul and
Madame Abla of Cairo.

Despite their increasing numbers
in the metro Atlanta area, Middle
Eastern and North African women
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seldom partake of the lessons or the
wares at Hanezeb's, accounting only
for about 5 percent of sales, Bezenah
says.

That's not because of some cul-
tural prohibition, says Nuran Tarcan,
wife of honorary Turkish Consul
Yavuz Tarcan, a retired Emory medi-
cal professor. "We love to dance,"” she
says. "When we come together, we
sing and we dance." The Tarcans
occasionally visit a local restaurant
where diners are encouraged to join
in with the belly dancers. When the
after-dinner Middle Eastern dance
music starts, "it's impossible to just
sit at your table; you have to get up
and dance."

So why don't more women of
Middle Eastern descent sign up for
lessons? Easy, Tarcan says. "We
already know how!"

Georgia Dee Boyd. 35, 15 a Hane-
zeb's customer. As Aziza Nawal, the
systems administrator at Emory
Healthcare 1s one of Atlanta's best-
known Middle Eastern dance per-
formers. Dancing seriously for about

eight vears, Boyd travels to Miami to
study with renowned Egyptian
teacher Ragia Hassan. teaches at
Warsaw Ocee Arts Center in Duluth
and dances at restaurants such as
Byblos in Roswell on the weekends.

She says she has seen a renewed
interest in Middle Eastern dance in
this country over the past few years.
"I actually thought my business
would go down afier 9-11." she says,
but instead it has increased.

She attributes the boom to popular sing-
ers such as Madonna, Britney Spears
and Shakira, who sometimes incorpo-
rate elements of Middle Eastern

dance and harem clothing in their

acts.

Another customer, Mary Moore
(Elisheba Zoheret) of Kennesaw,
started dancing in the 1970s and now
has her own troupe, Golden Veil Pro-
ductions. She says the image of Mid-
dle Eastern dance has changed over

the years, from "the Hollywood
scanty clothing thing" to an art form.
The Chicago World's Fair of 1893
introduced the dance to the United
States. she points cut, and by the
beginning of the 20th century, belly
dancing had "become a sister of strip-
ping."

That's changing still, Moore says.

"I think occasionally people get it mixed up."

Even Jane Bezenah admits there's
still a tinge of naughtiness --- and per-
haps that's part of the appeal. "It was
my fantasy for years to do this." she
says. "I'm a grandmother, and this
dance 1s so forgiving for any age. for
any body type. I turn into somebody
else. The whole package ---you feel
like a princess.”

CLASSES, EVENTS ABOUND

For more information on Middle
Eastern dance:

>- Caravan is an Acworth-based
magazine that has covered Middle
Eastern dance for 18 years.

To subscribe, go to
http:/fcaravanmagazine.net.

>- Atlanta Danse Orientale Society
is a nonprofit organization founded
1997 by Atlanta dancer Linda (Zuhra)
Beller. Its purpose is to "promote
understanding and respect for the art
of Orlental dance within the general
public." The group sponsors the

annual Egyptian Nights dance festival.

Go to www.egyptlannights.org/.

>- Atlanta Area Middle Eastern
Dance Association encourages
interest in Middle Eastern
culture and dance. The
group serves as a clear-
inghouse to connect
teachers and prospec-
tive students. Contact
President Carol Dover
at dvalkery@aol.com.
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For lessons, check Emory Universi-
ty's Evening at Emory program
(www.emory.edu/eve/ or phone 404-
727-6000) Or check with your local
arts and recreation center.

To attend a performance:
>- Byblos: 10684 Alpharetta High-
Roswell (678-352-0321).

>- Casbah Moroccan: 465 N. High-
land Ave., Atlanta (404-524-5777).

>- Imperial Fez: 2285 Peachtree
Road, Atlan~ (404-351-0870).
Weekly classes 11 a.m.-1 p.m. Satur-
days, $40, including lunch. Reserva-
tions required.

>- |stanbul Cafe: 1850
Lawrenceville Highway Decatur
(404-320-0054).

>- Lawrence's Cafe:
2888 Buford Highway,
Atlanta (404-320-7756).

>- Nikola's: 1602 La-
Vista Road, Atlanta
(404-325-2524).

Georgia Dee
Boyd, a dancer
and teacher ,
models a cos-
tume from Hane-
zeb's, a Newnan
store that sells
belly dancing out-
fits.
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