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Open this book, and you fallinto a
remarkable world of dance! Farida's
memoir shares the story of the Reda
Troupe that played such a central role
in Egypt's cultural life. Farida focuses on
presenting historical data and personal
reminiscences to document accurately
the story of the Reda Troupe that, from
its first performance in Cairo in 1959,
established a legacy that still
influences music, songs, theatre, visual
arts and culture in Egypt.

As the principal female dancer and one
of the four co-founders of the troupe,
Farida represented Egyptian dance
nationally and internationally for a
quarter of a century. Beyond that, she
has taught extensively in dance and
Egyptian theatre arts, created gorgeous
costumes and continues to contribute
to her website: www.faridafahmy.com

Joyful Farida in
fellahin dress
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It's difficult to encompass this
beautifully illustrated book in one
short review, so fullis it of
fascinating detail, including
meaningful quotes that fit the
content. There are 273 pictures,
many of them multiple images.
These alone are priceless and
unique, all from Ali Reda's

personal collection, covering all
aspects of Farida's story, historically,
socially, culturally and geographically.
They are superb.. wait until you see all
the wonderful costumes! The best | can
do is to give an overview of each
chapter to encourage you to read the
book for yourself.

My Childhood and the Dance
Farida was blessed with a secure loving
childhood. She writes affectionately
about her family and the positive values
that she learned from them, including
those of her Egyptian heritage. As a
child, she knew instinctively that she
wanted to dance, yet her experience in
ballet and tap dance schools felt slightly
uncomfortable. As she grew older, Farida
became fascinated with stage
performances of opera and, to this day
loves the thrill of being in
#£" an audience with a
performance starting.

A Merging

This recounts the early lives of the Reda
brothers: Ali, first a dancer, then a film
director, and Mahmoud, who, after
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competing at Olympic standard
gymnastics for Egypt, focused on his
dancing ability. Mahmoud married
Farida's sister, Nadeeda; the two families
became very close and later Ali married
Farida. Between them all was the desire
to create a dance troupe. Initially the
Minister of Culture approved this; later
he reneged. Mahmoud then met with a
committee of prestigious Egyptians: his
plans were rejected because they
considered Egyptian dance to be inferior
to Western arts and culture.

Birth of the Troupe

By early 1959, the two married couples
were again discussing the founding of
their dance company and its ongoing
success. They explored the dance,
music and song from rural and urban
Egypt, and how these could be
polished and refined for stage
performance. The Reda Troupe would
pioneer for the Egyptian public a
completely new, authentic art form.
Farida gives more information about
each of the four founders.

]




Mahmoud Reda dedicated his life to
the troupe. He combined detailed
knowledge of Egyptian cultural
heritage with his kinetic experiences as
gymnast and dancer to create and
choreograph a theatre dance genre
that was culturally and aesthetically
relevant. He taught these Reda styles
to troupe members until being
pensioned off at the age of 60 in 1990.
No official recognition was given for his
innovative contribution to Egypt. So, he
then travelled all over the world
teaching dancers his Reda styles that
are still being performed today.

Ali Reda was the driving force behind
founding the troupe; promoting,
administering and managing it, which
included organising some sixty
members on big tours. Experienced as
a dancer in his own right, he acted as
artistic advisor and introduced
innovative new ideas, singers and
composers. Ali stood up to the
deliberate obstructive behaviour of
some of the Ministry of Culture
employees.

Nadeeda Fahmy encouraged everyone
constantly and was felt to be their
muse. She designed all the costumes
for the Troupe's first two programmes:
shorter dresses that retained
essentially urban Egyptian style and
adding a regal appearance to the long
rural dresses. Her designs and colours
defined the costumes. Nadeeda did
witness the troupe's early
performances and gave feedback after
each. Yet sadly she died at only twenty
six years of age.

Farida Fahmy became the principal
dancer of the troupe for 25 years,
partnering Mahmoud for 13 of them
and supervising the professionality of
the members. She helped with
costume preparation and design, then
took this on herself from 1977 to 1983.

Opening night, August 6th 1959 at The
Metropol, an open air theatre in
downtown Cairo, was the first time that
Egyptians were presented with dance
as the principal art form, rather than as
a background component in dramas
and musical plays. Ali Reda oversaw
everything, including commissioning
ground-breaking music from the
composer/conductor, Ali Ismail, and
two well-known singers. Only men
came to the premiere and they
returned with their families next night!
The Reda Troupe continued to draw
packed venues for 25 years.

The rest of this chapter is devoted to

Farida and Mahmoud

details about the styles of clothes worn
then and the revolutionary costumes
that the troupe created. Fabulous!

Two Peas in a Pod and Valuable
Assets

Farida reminisces about dancing with
Mahmoud, so closely connected that
they earned the title ‘two peas in a pod,
creating a kind of magic together.

The 'valuable assets' are the people
Farida describes in detail who
contributed so much to the Reda
Troupe. These were her parents; Ali
Ismail and his music; the dedicated
dancers; Aunty Fardous, seamstress;
Ilham and Ahmed who helped Farida's
mother with costumes; Mohummed EL
Ezaby, the solo singer and Ali Imam,
make-up artist.

Reaching the Pinnacle.. the best
years of 1959 to 1983

President Nasser saw the troupe
perform for the first time in 1959. This
was life-changing since he requested
that they continue under the auspices
of the Ministry of Culture, thus raising
the troupe's status and legitimising the
term ‘dancer’. It also gave financial
stability and freed up the founders to
concentrate on their various skills. Two
musical films resulted, still aired
regularly on television throughout the
Arab world.. and there would have
been more if they had not been
blocked by a former minister of culture
who had been so difficult in the early
days and who then returned to his post.

Mahmoud and Farida spent the two
years from 1965 to 1967 on fieldwork,
documenting traditional dances from
Egypt's different regions, set in their
natural surroundings. Respectful
detailed study was made of music and
instruments, rhythmic patterns, quality
of movement, costumes and jewellery.
Mahmoud did not intend just to
replicate these indigenous forms; they
gave inspiration of style and spirit for
him to adapt for stage performance.
The Reda Troupe influenced the
creation of folk dance groups all over
Egypt.

By 1983, the troupe had performed in
over 50 countries and received many
awards and accolades.

The downside of state support was that
its complicated bureaucracy ended up
stifling the original ethics and working
of the troupe. Mahmoud's successors
did not adhere to his unique training
method. Many dancers left because
pay was so poor. Since 1990, the troupe
has not been managed effectively and

Continued overleaf.
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Haggalah dance

Farida continued..

Farida mourns this, saying: “When | left
the troupe in 1983, it became crippled,
and when Mahmoud Reda was
pensioned off, it became bed-ridden.”’

An Artistic Phenomenon

Having studied for a degree in English
Literature while still dancing and
travelling, Farida later decided to leave
her dance and study again. Aged 45, she
chose to distance herself from Egypt (in
order to resist dancing!) and study
Dance Ethnology at UCLA, California. For
her MA thesis, she presented ‘The
Creative Development of Mahmoud
Reda’ Beyond her personal experience,
this now gave Farida an academic
perspective on the Reda Troupe's
historical significance in creating a new
theatrical dance genre in Egypt.

Farida in saidi costume, the men in
galabeya for tahtib
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She then gives details of the troupe's
many tours abroad, laced with
successes and some mishaps!

It is very telling that Farida talks of
dance as healing pain by releasing
dopamine and endorphins: she danced
her way through both migraines and
lower back pain.

Dreams, Nightmares and
Daydreams

Farida is very open about sharing
these.. | don't want to intrude on this,
so it's best if you read for yourself. She
reflects on her life, as a dancer and
beyond, and is content now in her
Zamalek apartment that is filled with
‘the beautiful times, as she remembers
and savours her extraordinary
experiences.

The book has
200 pages, full
of gorgeous
pictures.

There's a
collector's
limited edition hardback version
and also an e-book and video book
that you can download:
www.faridafahmy.com/

The book ends with Farida's
recollection of the most popular
dances from the Reda Troupe
repertoire. This is followed by lists of
the countries, cities, theatres, festivals
and special events where the troupe
performed and of the notables who
attended and supported their
performances. Impressive!

| can't enthuse enough about this
powerful book. For all you dancers, it is
compulsory reading! It will fill you with
wonder, joy and respect for the vision
and achievements of the Reda Troupe
founders. Their legacy has shaped
Egyptian dance as we know it today, so
let's celebrate and honour their work as
best we can. Thank you, Farida, for
including us on your incredible
personal journey.




