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I couldn’t believe my eyes last year when I saw 
the post on FB that Suhaila would be coming to 
Wellington in February 2015!
Suhaila? THE Suhaila Salimpour??? WOW! 
What a great opportunity to study her 
format and Jamila’s format too. Four days of 
workshops - six hours a day. Two days of the 
Suhaila format and two days of the Jamila 
format. How could I not go?
I did have concerns that I wouldn’t be fit 
enough or would find it too hard – for those of 
you who are familiar with Suhaila, the infamous 
glute clenches are something to behold and 
master. When I heard that Suezy of Cinch 
Dance was going, that was all I needed to give 
me the push to go.
In the months leading up to the workshops, 
Traysi provided Suezy and I with information 
on what to train for, the vocabulary that 
Suhaila uses, and the types of things we would 
be doing. It was really helpful to have this 
knowledge so we weren’t so ‘green’ when we 
arrived. I also have the Suhaila exercise DVDs 
that we watched when we got together on a 
regular basis and tried out the glute clenches 
etc. 
I flew down to Wellington the day before the 
workshops and chilled out enjoying all that 
Cuba St had to offer – our motel was just 
around the corner to Cuba St and a 10 minute 
walk to the dance studios. Perfect! My roomies 
were Lisa from Napier, and Amy and Natalie 
from Brisbane, Australia. They were a really 
good group of girls to share with and it was 
lovely to be able to come back after a day of 
workshops and catch up and still be buzzing 
about what we’d just done.
Traysi had done a fantastic job at organising  
everything for us. From pickup at the airport,  
to the motel and the dance studios, which 
were first class, to providing fruit and water 
every day of the workshops, and putting on a 
fantastic Hafla with buffet dinner at The Pines  
– a lovely venue with a stunning view. 
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Suhaila Salimpour 
WITH SAHHER, 12-15 FEbRUARY 2015 
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She had put so much work into this 
because she believes in the Suhaila 
format and has been studying it herself 
for many years. 
Day 1 and 2 – Suhaila Format
We started the day off with Suhaila 
introducing herself and Sabriye.  She 
was being assisted by Sabriye who 
is her Level 5 student, teacher and 
professional dancer in her own right 
(she had just flown in from Dubai where 
she was working), and it was invaluable 
to have the two of them there to train 
us.
It was wonderful to hear from Suhaila 
how her format had developed, her 
experiences over the years, her 
upbringing and so on. She was very 
open and approachable and funny too. 
We had a lot of laughs with them both.
For the whole four days, every session 
began with an intense warm-up and 
strengthening exercises for approx. 
30 minutes. I loved this! Suhaila also 
incorporated some isolated drills for the 
glute clenches and undulations. This 
was cleverly done as although it was 
part of the warm-up, it also got you 
practising them every time.
Every session ended with a cool down 
stretch and relaxation. I think it really 
helped to combat any strains that can 
occur from not having a proper warm-
up/cool down.
After the warm up, we were taken 
through the initial drills of the glute 
clenches – how to do them, what to feel 
in the muscles, what was happening 
in our body and so on. Imagine this 
– some 40 women, sitting on the 
floor with legs spread, clenching their 
buttocks! Right, left, right, left, together, 
right, right, right, left, left, left, half time, 
full time!!! Well, I have to tell you now 
– it’s NOT EASY! I can get the right 
and left going fine, the together is fine 
too – at half time! BUT FULL TIME????  
No way! I only seemed to get one 
side going at full time. Of course, it’ll 
come in time and with practise and we 
weren’t expected to get it straight away. 
As Suhaila had told us, if it’s easy, 
you’re in the wrong class!
Four cones were placed on the centre 
floor, at each corner of the room. We 
were paired up into twos, and we 

‘walked’ around the cones with 
Suhaila calling out the drills for 
us to do. Although most of us 
were only really at the level one 
stage, she also incorporated 
some level 2 and 3 drills for 
us too – layering etc. This was 
very difficult – up on relevé we 
did glute clenches, trying to 
switch the mind off from the 
walking so that you did that 
automatically without thinking, 
but still be in time, to concentrate on 
the glute clenches as you walked, AND 
then add a chest slide or undulation on 
top of that – mmmm, my ‘wiring’ got 
confused quite a lot of the time, so I just 
‘reset’ myself to the beginning – get the 
walking right, get the glutes happening 
and then try the rest. Sabriye was 
there to help correct us and if you were 
getting stuck with anything, you could 
go into the middle of the cones and she 
would come and assist you with what 
to do. This was great as you weren’t 
stopping the whole class to be shown, 
it carried on around you but you also 
got the help you needed too.
I absolutely loved doing the drills. We all 
struggled, we all ‘got it’ at times and we 
were all united in training under Suhaila 
and Sabriye. It was a huge buzz. It 
was a hard workout and the first day 
I thought I wasn’t going to make it – I 
felt soooo unfit and the sweat was 
pouring off me (well, all of us really), 
but the funny thing was, as the days 
progressed, I felt much fitter and that 
I could keep up quite well. And I was 
really surprised that the next day, my 
muscles ached a pleasant ache – not 
an injury – and as soon as I started 
training again, my body fired up into 
action and was ready to go!
The second day was the same again, 
but with more moves broken down and 
incorporated, focussing on what part 
of the body was driving the move and 
so on.
It was Friday - the day of the ‘Suhafla’ 
too! Now, I have to say, I had put my 
hand up to dance at the Hafla as I love 
to perform whenever I can. But as 
the time drew nearer I began to have 
nervous doubts about dancing in front 
of Suhaila. I mean, she is the Ultimate 
Dancer! I was worried about my 
technique (or maybe lack of it) and that 

I didn’t want to be the weakest link in a 
line-up of exemplary dancers.
I nearly backed out prior to going down 
to Wellington as I also had sciatica 
going on, but decided to ‘suck it up’ - 
I’d be OK!!! 
Apparently I wasn’t the only one with 
nerves about performing as Suhaila sat 
us down at the afternoon session and 
said that some people had said to her 
that they were thinking of dropping out 
of performing that night. What she said 
next made me realise that my worries 
were unfounded. She basically said 
that it wasn’t a competition, we were all 
at different levels, she wasn’t there to 
judge and she was very humbled that 
we’d be entertaining her. 
I also sat at lunchtime with Pip 
E-Lysaah and Diane James and talked 
about my fears of performing that night. 
They said, what’s the worst that can 
happen? You fall over? Tick, they’ve 
had that happen. You have costume 
failure? Tick, they’ve had that happen. 
‘Just go out there and enjoy yourself!’ 
Soooo, the second day of workshops 
ended and we rushed to get ourselves 
ready for the Hafla performance. In my 
haste in trying to get ready, typical as it 
is, my false eyelashes wouldn’t stick! I 
took them off, tried again! Nope! Wasn’t 
going to happen! So I took all my eye 
makeup off and quickly redid it with full 
on mascara on my own lashes! That’d 
have to do!
A Powhiri was done to welcome our 
distinguished guests, Suhaila and 
Sabriye to the Hafla and you could 
see they were very touched by the 
welcome.

Suhaila & Jamila -   
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We sat down to a delicious buffet 
dinner before the show started  but as I 
was third on, I only ate a little and saved 
it till after I’d performed. 
Johara from Australia set the scene 
with her beautiful entrance with 
Shamadan and Snake Charmer 
Bellydance followed with their colourful 
costumes and lively dancing.
Then it was my turn! My music started 
and on I went! There’s a part in the 
song near the beginning where there 
are 2 zagareets  and as I started the 
first one, the whole room erupted into 
zagareet with me. It was awesome! 
Needless to say, I forgot all my nerves 
and thoroughly enjoyed my whole 
performance. The audience were 
wonderful and very appreciative and 
I am really pleased that I got over my 
nerves and performed.
The rest of the performances were 
beautiful and inspiring; Raqs Sharki 
with entrance veils by Natalie and Amy, 
Tribal circles with Snake Charmer Belly 
Dance and Ziva Group, Hoola Hoop 
with belly dance moves incorporated 
– very clever by Ernestine,  a lovely 
Indian/Tribal fusion by Aaralyn, a 
mesmerising improv with Pip and 
Keriann, an upbeat, high energy 
performance by Ishtar Group and 
then the lovely Sabriye who dances so 
beautifully and effortless – she’s a real 
joy to behold.
With the performances over, dessert 
was served and we all relaxed, catching 
up with friends that we hadn’t seen for 
a while who had come to the Hafla, 
enjoying the rest of the night before 

heading back to our homes/motels.  My 
roomies and I ended up staying up till 
gone 1am – the buzz of the Hafla still 
continuing into the early hours.
Day 3 and 4 - Jamila Format
Day 3 and we move onto the Jamila 
Format.  Suhaila sits us down and first 
of all she talked about the Hafla with us 
and how she really enjoyed the evening. 
She loved the Powhiri welcome 
and was quite moved by it. And she 
thoroughly enjoyed the performances 
everyone did – she was quite overcome 
actually. 

WOW, did I really dance for Suhaila? I 
did! Am quite pleased with myself now 
it’s over.
She talks fondly about her mother, 
Jamila, her early years, how the format 
came about, costuming,  the Bal 
Anat Dance Troupe, and so on – it’s a 
fascinating history and one that Suhaila 
takes very seriously in continuing the 
legacy of her mother. Jamila is the 
first one to put together a format of 
terminology that is still used in belly 
dance today. 
The now familiar warm-up doesn’t 

Group Photo

Suhaila -  
as a child performing
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seem so daunting anymore and I look 
forward to it every time.
The day is spent learning the basics 
and different step families, finger 
cymbal work (zills) and listening to the 
different cymbal patterns etc.
This was fun, but still tricky as we went 
over the drills in our pairs, trying to zill 
as well as remembering the correct 
body posture when standing and 
travelling, and isolating the different 
muscle groups at the same time.
Day 3 is also… Valentine’s Day.  
Separated from our loved ones, six of 
us book a table for a delicious meal at 
the Istanbul Café and are beautifully 
entertained by … a belly dancer – our 
own lovely Pip! It was a perfect end to 
another special day.
The morning of Day 4 is spent drilling 
more  cymbal patterns and steps 
again, and before starting the afternoon 
session, Suhaila sits us all down and… 
phones her mum! Jamila comes on 
speakerphone and she talks to us 
saying she’s so pleased to hear that 
we’re learning her format and what 
a wonderful daughter Suhaila is. It 
was lovely to have this opportunity to 
hear Jamila. Just wonderful! We were 
thrilled!
The four day workshops have been 
progressive and each day we have 
built upon what we learnt the day 
before.  Day 4 in the afternoon this all 
culminates in a choreography to the 
music Ismaouni. The steps that we’ve 
been doing for the past four days are 
incorporated into the choreography 
so they seem really familiar. Usually 
I struggle to remember a workshop 
choreography as I’m learning it – I 
usually remember the first third but 
start forgetting the last two thirds, 
but this one had repetitions (although 
it didn’t look like we were doing that 
many) and I was able to follow it all 
the way through. Amazing! And it’s a 
great choreography. It has the use of 
cymbals in it too, but for me that was 
WAAAYYY too hard to do both whilst 
trying to learn the steps (even though it 
was a simple cymbal pattern), so I did it 
without.
In fact, it’s going to be performed at the 
MEDANZ Roots and Branches Show in 
April, some will just be doing the dance 
moves, others will be zilling and some 
will be doing both!!
And then, it was all over – all too soon! 
At the beginning the days seemed so 
lovely and long and endless, but now it 
had reached the end. I was really sad 
to leave as I had had a fantastic time 

in Wellington with the girls and to meet 
Suhaila and Sabriye and study under 
them was quite out of this world! I am 
so pleased I went and didn’t miss this 
opportunity. 
A big thank you to Suhaila and Sabriye 
for coming  to our shores, to Traysi and 
her helpers for making this happen  and 
to my roomies for being so awesome!
Information on the Suhaila and Jamila 
Format (and much more) can be found 
at the Salimpour School  
http://www.salimpourschool.com/
For more information on Sabriye 
Tekbilek, please go to:  
http://www.sabriyetekbilek.com/

Sabriye 

A very proud Sahher with Suhaila and 
Sabriye


