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Festivals celebrate
multiculturalism

By Lucia Mauro
Special to the Tribune

With conflicts in the Middle East shaping much
of our national conversation, two arts

But the long-term goals go be-
yond cultural awareness. Gene-
sis at the Crossroads, a non-
profit organization that creates
diversity-education programs
for schools across the city, fos-
ters relationships among artists
of diverse ethnicities and faiths.

“It's a message of hope, ulti-
mately” says Genesis founder
Wendy Stemherg “Art and hu-

festivals in Chicago are aiming to highlight the
shared heritage of music, dance, visual art and
cuisine that encompasses the Middle East and
North Africa.

Jasmin Jahal, a local dancer/choreographer,
has organized the second annual “Chicago
thmmyfut a gala performance of live music
paired wi classmalOrmntaldance—t‘mmar—

eas including Egypt and L at
Norﬂ'lsid.e College Prep High lm;drlorium.
Jahal created “Shimmyfest” to help shatter com-
mon mi jons of belly dancing as vulgar
nightclubentertainment.

Jahal, who has taught Middle Eastern dance in
Chicago and other parts of the world since 1983,
says dance from these areas is a “rich and ancient
art form with sacred roots.” Some of the folkloric
pieces, like the “Melaya Lef” from Alexandria,
Egypt, refer to the “modesty garments” worn by

women in public. For this
dance, members of her dance
troupe, Ward El Sahara, per-
form intricate movements in
street dresses and mule-style
shoes. They tell the story of
courtship rituals in the ancient
port city of Alexandria.

Jahal also will be among the
performers participating in
“From the Middle East to the
Midwest,” Aug. 28-29. This all-
encompassing event — the re-
sult of a first-time collaboration
between the Mayor's Office of
Special Events and the 5-year-
old, Chicago-based Genesis at
the Crossroads — will trans-
form the city’s Block 37 into a
Middle Eastern bazaar with in-
ternational music and dance
artists. In addition to live con-
certs, attendees can participate
in dance and drumming work-
shops, and visit visual art, cloth-
ing and food tents. Director Ha-
rold Ramis will emcee the fes-
Hvities.

d politics and
religmus strife.”
Uniting Muslim, Jewish artists

One of Sternberg’s aims is to
unite, for instance, Muslim and
Jewish artists and encourage
them to create new work togeth-
er.

Sternberg, who practices in-
ternal medicine and teaches at
Northwestern University Medi-
cal School, experienced first-
hand the horrors of political un-
rest. She studied Hebrew on a
kibbutz and eventually return-
ed to Israel to lead a Project Re-
newal program for children in
Tel Giborim, a North African re-
settlement community. She con-
tinued at the University of
Pennsylvania Medical School
and extended her studies to in-
clude a six-month elective in
Third World pediatrics at the In-
stitute for Child Health and Hos-
g;m for Children in Madras, In-

1a.

“I witnessed what it's like to
live with terror on a day-to-day
basis,” Sternberg says. “There's
absolute impermanence. You're
seeing young people and talent
snuffed off the face of the earth
on both sides of the conflict.”

Sternberg also was influ-
enced by the multicultural as-
pects of Israeli dancing, which
she has studied for the past 16
years.

Like most Middle Eastern
dance forms, it combines vari-
ous influences — from Yemenite
drumming to Arabic intona-
tions and Persian arm move-
ments.

The artists participating in
Genesis’ Block 37 festival repre-
sent a microcosm of global har-
mony.
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Yoel Ben-Simhon, a musician
and vocalist specializing in the
Arab, pear-shaped string in-
strument called the oud, was
born in Israel of Moroccan par-
entage. He has devoted his life to
researching the relationship be-
tween Jewish and Arabic mu-
sic. During the Genesis event,
he will perform with three sep-
arate musical groups — each
representing a continuum of ar-
tistic traditions. One is the mul-
tiethnic Chicago Classical Ori-
ental Ensemble. Another is the
New York-based Sarah Aroeste







