Raks al Balady

Women’s Improvisational Solo Dance
Beledi/Baladi/Balady means of my country. Each Middle Eastern country has its own unique, traditional form of dance, often thought of as more folkloric or rural.

A baladi Masri, for example, is a dance of Egypt (Masr) and refers specifically to the folkloric style that is unique to that country. Egyptian Raks al Balady encompasses the fellahin (farmers) and Saidi (the Said region or Upper Egypt in the south) dances.
Raks al Balady is a social celebratory activity that women enjoy in the home and at celebrations, weddings in particular. It is done with abandon in women only settings and in mixed gender celebrations as well. The balady dance is a more basic form of Egyptian Raks Sharqi (the performance art version, what the West calls belly dance), balady is a more stationary dance, with hip movements being predominant.

Egyptian Balady has a specific sequence and development.  Egyptian musician Hossam Ramzy, describes the traditional dance this way:  "The Egyptian dancer does not just get up and start to move with great energy. She starts from a slow point and builds up. She is reserved in her first movements and then the music moves to a broken rhythm until it winds up full force in the bigger and livelier movements of the balady."  Lucy of Cairo is considered the most celebrated baladi dancer.
Balady also refers to the rhythms commonly used in balady music.  Another name and variation for this rhythm is maqsoum.  Other rhythms used in raks balady are fellahi and saidi rhythms. Raks al Balady is the oldest form of Egyptian solo dance and one of basic origins of the performance version, Raks al Sharqi. The section of a Raks Sharqi routine that incorporates baladi is often called the taqsim or balady Taqasim, referring to the improvised solo of a melodic instrument.
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Balady music, in particular, the Balady Taqasim, often follows a particular structure or pattern.  First, with a slow improvisational melody with a ney, oud, mizmar or in more modern versions, accordion or keyboard.  As the piece progresses, percussion accents are introduced in the form of a broken rhythm and there is a call and response between the melodic instrument and the percussion instrument.  The percussion then goes into a steady maqsoum, with sections of call and response to heighten the excitement and anticipation of the dancer’s movements. There are many percussive accents and interplay with the melody.  At the height of the dance, the rhythm and melody become increasingly up tempo, and the dancer is now moving with wild abandon and lots of shimmies. Like raks sharqi, where the finale is a reprise of the introduction, in the finale of a balady, the music gradually slows down and finally ends in the same fashion as it began, with a slow taqsim.
The costume for balady is the long ankle length fitted dress called a balady dress, and a hip scarf.  The fabric may be simple cotton or flashy and sparkly. A head scarf to wrap the hair is also common.
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