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W alking into the cavernous hall 
where Strictly Israeli Dancing 
takes place every Thursday is 

daunting. Through the double doors a 
swathe of parquet flooring leads the eye  
to a big stage at the back, with a small table 
beside it laden with sweet and savoury 
snacks, and drinks. A few people dart 
around quietly and efficiently, setting up 
for the imminent class, one of whom is 
Russ Leighton, our DJ for the night.

“This class started 10 years ago,” he 
reveals while at the same time readying his 
laptop for the extensive Israeli soundtrack 
to be played tonight. The dance session – or 
harkada – takes place down an unassuming 
side street in a church hall in Golders 
Green. You’d never know there were close 
to 100 Jews spinning, sliding and clapping 
inside. “Between 70 and 80 people come 
each week and it goes on until midnight,” 
Irit Khan tells me. She’s our instructor 
tonight – one of many who teach Strictly – 
and has taught here for the past eight years. 
“There are certain steps to each dance,” 
Russ informs me, “and there are a lot of 
dances.” Choreographers from around the 
world create these moves to all kinds of 
melodies “from music that was made five 
months ago to 30 years ago to 100 years ago. 
From Greek styles to Latin to Yemenite”, 
Russ adds. The choreographers then share 
these dances via the internet and live 
workshops so that teachers can learn the 
moves and pass them onto their classes,  
so no matter where you are in the world 
you can join a class and keep up.

There aren’t many 
beginners’ sessions at Strictly 
(“between five and 20 a year”) 
because it isn’t the easiest 
style to get into, but once you 
do it can be a lot of fun and 
a great workout. One of the 
experienced dancers, Jackie 
Schapira, who’s been coming 

since Strictly started – but dancing for the 
best part of two decades – tells me she loves 
everything about it. “I enjoy the music, the 
steps, the dances, and it makes exercise 
fun. Plus, mentally, it’s very healthy to have 
to remember the thousands of steps.” 

Thankfully a couple more early birds 
arrive and help me out in the beginners’ 
class, which runs for half an hour from 
8pm before the main class takes over. 
Schapira wasn’t joking about those steps. 
I only have to learn around 15 in my 
session, but I still struggle to follow. We 
start with Nigun Atik (An Ancient 
Melody), a dance by Rivka 
Sturman from 1956, and Irit runs 
through everything so quickly 
that my only hope of learning is 
by watching extremely carefully. 
The other dancers encourage me, 
indicating when I should be rotating 
to the right or crossing my legs to the left. 

Throughout the 30 minutes we run 
through seven dances, very swiftly, 
including Jonathan Gabbay’s 1970 Sulam 
Ya’akov (Jacob’s Ladder) and Shlomo 
Maman’s 1978 Gvanim (Colours). The 
music varies hugely, as Russ said, ranging 
from rock ’n’ roll and pop to traditional 
Israeli folk. And while the dances are 
certainly energetic, you can move at your 
own speed. “The benefit of Israeli dance is 
that it’s active without being too difficult,” 
assures Irit. “You can decide how hard you 
want to push yourself.”  n

Thursdays, 8.30pm, £6. strictly-israeli-dancing.co.uk

You don’t need a prom dress – just 
energy – for this lively London dance 
class, says Danielle Goldstein
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MORE ISRAELI 
DANCE CLASSES 
AROUND THE UK

ISRAELI DANCING,
GLASGOW
WHAT IS IT? A midweek meet-up 
for all ages and abilities, during 
which the group studies dances  
old and new.
MEETS: Wednesdays, 7.30pm at 
Giffnock Synagogue Hall, G46 6UE
COST? £3, free for children
CONTACT: www.jewishglasgow.
org/israeli-dancing, 07971 812 837 
(Michelle)

ISRAELI DANCING,
LIVERPOOL
WHAT IS IT? A weekly workshop that 
pays particular attention to traditional 
dance moves. Open to all skill levels.
COST? £5
MEETS: Thursdays, 7.30-9pm at 
Jewish Community Centre, L15 6WU
CONTACT: www.liverpooljewish.co.uk

COLIN’S ISRAELI DANCE
CLASS, LONDON
WHAT IS IT? A regular, weekly class 
for those who’ve been dancing for  
a while and know their stuff. There’s 
also a couples’ session for the first  
30 minutes.
MEETS: Mondays, 8.30-11pm in 
Southgate, N14
COST? £5
CONTACT: www.israeli-dancing.co.uk

ISRAELI DANCE INSTITUTE, 
LONDON
WHAT IS IT? An open harkada 
for intermediate and experienced 
dancers.
COST? Donation
MEETS: Tuesdays, 8.30-11.15pm in 
Hendon, NW4
CONTACT: 020 8209 3155,  
www.idi.org.uk

ISRAELI DANCING, 
MANCHESTER
WHAT IS IT? A ladies-only group 
based in the north that welcomes  
both beginners and experienced 
dancers to the class.
MEETS: Mondays, 8-9.30pm at 
Menorah Synagogue, M22 4RZ;  
and 7.45-9.15pm at B’nei Akiva Bayit, 
M7 4LU
COST? £5
CONTACT: 07941 382 740 (Dianne),
israelidancing@menorah.org.uk

Now you’ve no excuse to stay in. Get those 
dancing shoes on and get out there
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Strictly come tantzing:
Danielle attempts to 
keep in line
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OUR SERIES THAT AIMS TO NUDGE YOU OFF THE SOFA TO 
EXPERIENCE A WHOLE NEW RANGE OF CULTURAL POSSIBILITIES


