The Art of Calling


Recipe for a good caller


A good voice, which carries well and lends itself to amplification (Some men’ s/ladies’ voices are too deep/high). 


A feel for music, especially the 8-bar musical phrases that comprises most dance music.


An intimate knowledge of the dance movements & styles.


Can give clear & concise instructions. (Dancers find a long walk-through tedious & frustrating, and tend to chat amongst themselves).


Can give these instructions as a “prompt call” (completing instructions before the commencement of the musical phrase in which the movement is to be executed).


Can communicate with large groups of people.


Can teach without sounding like a sergeant major?


Has a reserve of patience to deal with people who consistently go wrong throughout the evening.


Can learn from mistakes.


Learns from other callers at work.


Attends workshops & conferences whenever possible.


Calling equipment


Microphone with on/off switch. NB: Some mics are more immune from handling noise than others. Radio mics, especially headset type, are very useful, allowing the MC greater freedom of movement, especially for demonstrating. It is not professional for the MC to depend on the band for a mic, who might not even have one spare. Carry a spare mic if possible.


Amplifier & two loudspeakers- about 50 Watts is sufficient. Clarity is more important than power.


A small monitor just for the caller is useful on stage, to help prevent the caller from shouting.


Efficient reference system for dances.


A matt black peaked cap to protect against dazzle from spotlights.


A towel for sweat (yuk).


Tape recorder & tapes for emergencies, together with connecting leads.


Preparation before the dance


Liaising with the organizer


When accepting engagements, obtain enough information so that you can assess the type of event you are being booked for.


Send the organizer a booking form for signature & return, listing all the essential details, which helps to avoid mistakes & misunderstandings, as well as providing a financial agreement. Send a copy to the band leader.


Choosing a band


Make sure the band can play dance music.


Select a band suitable for the type of event. Select according to type & style of music played, repertoire, number of musicians & instruments, ability to do song spots and/or fill-in, attitude, appearance, etc.


Remember to apply similar checks to yourself when accepting engagements.


All bands have limitations, which must be taken into account


Liaising with the band


Contact the band leader to discuss the proposed programme & choice of music. NB: “common repertoires” vary substantially between areas & people.


Arrange in good time for the band leader to receive music for unfamiliar dances. The band need time to practice new tunes, and learn to play them as dance music, before the event. Do not expect the band-leader to sight-read the music.


Even if you are familiar with a band and its repertoire, do not abuse this privilege. Advise the band-leader of any new dances, or any which you have not used for a long time.


Planning the programme


Prepare a proposed sequence of dances in advance, but be prepared to adapt to the unexpected on the night. Prepare at least 50% more dances than required.


Remember to provide variations in the form & rhythms of the dances, and try to select appropriate dances for special occasions. Remember also that bands need variety to maintain their interest (especially if you want to work with them again).


Work through all dances in advance. Always write each dance out in your own words, preferably on a small card. Try to experience all dances as a dancer before calling them.


Remember to answer four basic questions for each dance: Who is one dancing with; Where is one dancing; How is one dancing; What is the purpose of this dance; When in the programme is this dance.


Matching the programme to the event & people


Novices - Remember that for the non-dancing general public the only dance where all the figures are new is the first. Avoid the use of intimidating terminology. Sometimes it is helpful to re-explain troublesome figures in different words. When attempting a difficult dance, be prepared to switch to a pre-arranged simple dance if it fails.


Experienced - The most difficult group to please. They will never be satisfied with dances which they think they already know. It is difficult to know how much knowledge to assume. Try to select dances from areas with which they are unlikely to be familiar, or dances which you know will be new.


Part experienced, part novice- The experienced tend to get together, and are likely to anticipate the calling and/or abstain from walking through the dance. Encourage them to mingle with the novices, so that they help rather than hinder. Ensure that dancers of all levels of experience are properly catered for. Warn the inexperienced when a difficult dance is due, then if they join in they only have themselves to blame.


Predominance of women - Many women are prepared to dance as men, but be prepared with numerous threesome dances.


Inhibited teenagers - Entice them onto the floor initially with dances that do not require a partner. If you can win-over the ring-leaders the rest will follow.


Uninhibited teenagers - Keep them occupied with the more difficult dances.


Part children with any of the above - Young children will be present with their parents; but there may also be adults present with no children, so avoid inflicting other people’s children on them. Consider having special children’s sets.


All children - These events are usually specials, with teachers supervising.


“Old timers” - Most events will include some people who enjoy ballroom & old-time dancing, who would welcome the Veleta or St.Bernard’s Waltz. Some may initially need a fox-trot or quickstep to get them onto the floor. The band must be carefully selected for these events.


At the dance


Before the start


Arrive in good time. otherwise organizers tend to panic. Arriving early also allows you to cope with unexpected equipment problems (dead batteries, blown fuses, faulty cables, broken strings/keys/reeds).


Discuss the evening with the organizer. Be reassuring - some organizers are very nervous. Find out how many are expected, when they want a break, whether there will be food, a raffle,  special announcements, etc.


Know where the fire exits & emergency lighting are located.


Re-arrange furniture in the hall if necessary, avoiding dangerous obstacles, and barriers.


Mingle with early-arrivals. Assess their potential, and allay fears of being unable to join in.


Talk to the band-leader. Discuss signaling. Remember that the band must be warned at least 8 bars before the start of the last time through, with perhaps a single finger in the air, to allow them sufficient time to select the tune they wish to finish with.


Listen to the band before starting, to ensure the sound distribution is adequate throughout the hall. Check that the sound levels are well balanced between the caller & band, and between individual instruments.


During the dance


The start of the dance


Start on time if possible. Dances often start late and/or are slow to start, but the band & caller must be prepared to start promptly.


Prepare several dances for small numbers at the start. Useful dances include the Bridge of Athlone, which can accommodate a variable number of couples.


The band


Tell the band what you intend to do next, to give them time to prepare and enable them to be ready to play as soon as the walk-through is complete.


Do not treat the band like a record-player.


Do not just ask for “32 bar reels” - give them the name of the dance as well. Experienced bands often associate sets of tunes to specific dances. If a dance is not known by the band, tell them the type of tune required, with examples, to help them select suitable tunes. Describe the key elements of the dance if necessary.


MCs & bands each have different views on the required speed for each dance. Speed also varies between areas. Ultimately the MC is in charge, and may need to ask the band to adjust their speed; but it should be noted that some tunes are too complicated to speed up. If in doubt the MC should ask the band to play the tune in advance, perhaps when inviting people onto the floor,  to confirm suitability.


Keep the band on your side - you may need them to get you out of trouble, perhaps by adding an extra 8 bars of music when the dancers get out of phase, or by correctly playing a 48-bar tune even though you only asked for a 32-bar tune.


For singing calls, make sure the band know which key you need.


The dancers


A little music often encourages people onto the floor, especially at the start.


Use novice dancers chosen from the crowd when demonstrating dances. Even if they make mistakes they will encourage the others.


Pick out the “Characters” or natural leaders in the group and kid them along - but tread warily and never be insulting.


If a dance goes wrong be prepared to switch to a less complicated one - but don’t forget to tell the band. Remember that people attend dances to enjoy themselves rather than reach perfection. Do not be unduly distracted by sets which have not quite grasped the dance - they will probably enjoy it despite getting in a mess.


Couples go to dances and hope to dance with each other some of the time. Do not follow progressive with non-progressive dances, which might force a reasonable dancer to suffer a whole dance with a congenital idiot.


Keep the call going until the crowd as a whole have picked up the sequences. Gradually reduce the call each time through, but watch for  those who stop dancing when you stop calling.


Encourage novices to dance close to the caller, to be seen & helped.


Ending the dance


Do not attempt anything too complicated in the last 20mins, and make sure that couples remain with their partners during the last dance, or at least return to their partners for the penultimate turn of the last dance.


End the evening on time. Leave the dancers clammering for more. Remember  that the band & organizers have a lot of clearing up to do.


Publicly thank the band, organizers, and those responsible for the refreshments & bar.


Other aspects


Raffles are often a necessary aid for raising money, but can be tedious & time-consuming. A successful arrangement is to have the MC call out the numbers, with each winner picking out the next winning ticket before selecting a prize. Ensure that the raffle is neither too early (some go home afterwards), nor too late (to leave at least 45mins for dancing).


Try to persuade organizers to serve food half-way through the evening, and to have a definite refreshment break rather than a running buffet.


Do not start or end the evening with a change-partner dance (unless the dance finishes with one’s partner).


Always deliver the dance instructions as a “prompt call”, normally on beats 5,6,7,8 of each musical phrase, and always pause between each individual call.


Be consistent with terminology to avoid unnecessary confusion.


Be prepared for the possibility that the band will arrive late or not at all. Consider taking a backup PA system with recorded music.


If you do not enjoy calling - do something else


Post Mortem


Assess successes & failures. Have a word with the band, who have been watching you and the crowd all evening, and are in a good position to compare you with other MCs. However they are unlikely to volunteer this information unless asked.


Amplification


Venues


Organizers use a wide variety of venues, including school halls, churches, barns & marquees. Each vary considerably in their ability to absorb or reflect sound. Most present some sort of PA problem.


Equipment


A wide range of PA equipment is available and in use, where the technical specification is largely limited by financial constraints.


Secondhand equipment of high quality is widely available.


A PA system should have a power rating of at least 50 Watts RMS, with at least two loudspeakers. Loudspeakers should be positioned well above the heads of people standing on the floor, and as far away from microphones as possible.


When working with recorded music take along a sound engineer to operate the equipment.


A twin-deck disco unit, CD-player and cassette deck, all with variable speed control, are needed for a professional performance with recorded music.


Carry sufficient spares of fuses, extension leads, jack plugs, loudspeaker leads, guitar & mic leads, batteries, plus a tool kit.


Acoustic feedback


Acoustic feedback is a problem in halls with reflective surfaces, and will occur at particular frequencies depending on many factors. Many PA systems are equipped with equalizers, which can be used to tune out the frequencies that cause feedback. Careful positioning of microphones & loudspeakers is also important.


Active filters are available what erradicate virtually all feedback, but these cost ~ £350.


Safety


Test mains sockets before use.


Whenever possible connect all PA equipment to a single mains supply socket, and use an earth-leakage trip.
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