Musician Spotlight: Indy Rags
By Andy Smith

Indy Rags (I to r: Melinda, Donna, Andy, Vic, Adam) photo credit: Andrea Long

Perhaps contrary to expectations, live Middle Eastern music is alive and well in Indiana! Our band, Indy
Rags, has been performing live music for belly dancers for the past 5 years and we have no plans to slow
down anytime soon. We play classic belly dance music from Turkey, the Middle East, and North Africa,
belly-ized rock songs, and original compositions, all using traditional instruments.

So, let's meet the band. On darbuka (also called doumbek) and rig (Middle Eastern
tambourine — see picture) we have Adam Riviere. Many INBC members will know Adam
as the owner of Playground Productions Studio in Indianapolis, a venue that hosts many
belly dance events as well as a ton of other fun cultural experiences. Adam is also an
in-demand drum instructor and has presented many classes at past INBC functions.
He’s also the Vice President of INBC.

Adam coined the band’s name: Indy Rags. He liked that “rags” (pronounced like “rocks”) is the Arabic
word for “dance,” and also because the band rocks (get it?). He choose “Indy” because...well you can
probably guess the reasons.

Donna Carlton contributes her wide-ranging talents on oud (Middle Eastern lute —
see picture), guitar, vocals, and dance. Based in Bloomington, she teaches belly
dance and yoga at Indiana University and privately. She’s also the band’s only
published author having penned Looking for Little Egypt (published 1995), which
tells the story of Middle Eastern dance in the United States and how a notorious
entertainer assumed the spotlight.

Vic Santoro plays ganun in the band. While it is a staple of Arabic music ensembles
and orchestras, the qanun is not well known to Western audiences. A type of zither
or lap harp (see picture), the ganun has a distinctive and evocative sound that
readily conjures images of the East. Vic is also a skilled oud player and often
performs solo on both instruments in various ethnic restaurants in Indianapolis.
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Melinda Benzel is an accomplished violist and the newest addition to the band.
While the distinctions between the viola and its more visible cousin the violin may
not be widely known outside of classical music circles (the viola is slightly larger and
lower in pitch — see picture), the instrument and has a beautiful, warm sound that
blends well with the band. Melinda teaches music at Herron High School in
Indianapolis and plays a wide variety of strange and not-so-strange instruments. Her
impeccable musicianship and enthusiasm have already taken the band to a new

| first became involved in Middle Eastern music as a percussionist, but switched to the oud about 9 years
ago. | was fortunate to acquire a beautiful instrument made in Turkey a couple of years ago. | find the
rich, warm sound of the new oud to be inspiring and gratifying. | also find myself more and more drawn
to composition.
theory that have been performed by Indy Rags.

I've written a number of pieces inspired by Arabic compositions and Arabic music



