
  

T
here comes a point in 
life when you realise 
you need some fun.  
I was a busy mum living  
in Oxfordshire, with  

a husband who was often away with 
work. We’d moved here in April 
2008, but I’d been feeling lonely and 
had suffered from mild depression. 
It was about three years after we’d 
moved that I saw an advert for a 
local African drumming lesson. I had 
been a belly dancer in Johannesburg 
and had also taught it in Mauritius, 

so I was already familiar with and 
fascinated by the drum rhythms of 
Africa – I quickly decided to go along. 

At frst I found it a bit intimidating – 
I didn’t know what to expect – but the 
group was full of welcoming people.  
It wasn’t long before I was hooked on 
the mesmerising sounds. The hypnotic 
beats and the encouraging atmosphere 
of group drumming 
reignited my love of 
dancing too. As well as 
returning to the North 
African art of belly 

dancing, and 
teaching, I’d 
also begun to 
learn some 
more about 
African dance – which is 
associated with sub-
Saharan Africa. 

I think people often 
keep their bodies locked 
up, but there is no space 
for that approach in this 
style of dancing. I fnd 
dancing – whether it’s the 
feminine and playful style 
of belly dancing, or the 
expressive and liberating 
moves of African dance 
– very therapeutic and 
totally motivating. 

When you dance, the 
exercise helps you to 

sleep better. As you maintain 
the discipline of regular classes 
the connection to your body 
increases, allowing you to 
rediscover yourself and aspects 
of your body that can easily be 
forgotten as you try to juggle 
your demanding daily life of 
family, work and household chores. 

On a physical level, 
belly dancing – which 
traditionally was a 
family-friendly start to 
wedding celebrations 
led by fully clothed 
female guests – helps 
you to relax and also 
massages your spine 
and internal organs 

while you dance. But I also believe it 
restores self-confdence, as you learn 
to love and accept your body for what 
it is and what it can do. 

Surge in energy
As you dance, you come to think of 
your body as a whole – not as bits that 
you like and dislike – which is so much 
better for your self-esteem. I regularly 
see people at the classes I now run 
undergo a complete transformation 
within about four months of dancing, as 
they begin to prioritise their own health 
and happiness more – and experience a 
surge in energy. Better still, I really 
believe anyone can belly dance, as it is 

‘It helps you  
learn to love  

your body 
for what it is’

and  also combat stress. I haven’t 
missed a class through illness in two 
years, either. I’m not above turning 
up my music loud when I’m at home 
alone to dance and sing like I’m 15 

years old! And while  
the physical aspect of 
dance helps to improve 
my body tone, it also 
encourages me to be 
more active in other 
ways too. I now eat far 
healthier foods and it 
makes me go to the 
gym on a regular basis 

and take pride in my appearance. 

Secret to vitality 
However, the real secret behind  
my vitality is that I have found an 
activity that I can have fun and enjoy 
myself with. The amazing feeling  
I get as I dance and drum radiates 
happiness from inside to outside. 
Because I enjoy dancing so much, 
I want to continue with it. So while 
not everyone is happy going to the 
gym, there’s nothing to stop them 
fnding a physical activity they do 
enjoy – be it gardening, hiking, 
rowing or cycling. 

Working on what makes you 
happy is what’s going to help you 
move – and feel motivated to look 
the best you can. For me, it’s African 
rhythms that add the youthful 
sparkle to my life – and my looks!
◆ Find out more about Sonia and 
belly dancing on her Facebook 
page, Sonia’s Belly Dance Academy

quite easy to pick up.
African drumming and dance 

is also about fnding your 
‘happy chemicals’ – often through 
the trance-inducing vibrations.  
It certainly gives me  
a massive dose of 
excitement, and 
helped me out  
of the mild 
depression I 
suffered. And 
since in African 
dance the moves 
can’t be inhibited 
– it’s about letting yourself  
go – that includes forgetting 
all about the dirty dishes  
you left in the sink and what 
time you need to get up 
tomorrow! I fnd it joyful and 
entertaining and it makes 
you want to have fun with 
your body. I’ve met my best 
friends through African 
dance and it’s pushed me to 
go out to shows, giving me 
what I like to think of as food 
for the mind and soul.

Healthy living  
So how does all this dancing 
and drumming keep me 
looking and feeling youthful? 
I think the honest answer  
is a combination of things. 
Firstly, the more you move, 
the more energy you have, 

which helps you to balance 
your daily life in a better way 

‘I turn the 
music up 

and dance 
like I’m 15’

and also combat stress I haven’tup

On holiday 
with her 
daughter 
Emily

Sonia Matthews, 39, explains how rediscovering dance helped 
her battle depression and boost her self-confidence…
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Belly dancing 
is food for the 
soul and mind, 
says Sonia
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keeps me young!’
dancing

‘Belly 
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