“I Hate Calling. Or Do I? ~ Two Thoughts
by Henry Morgenstein and Jo Mortland
Pressure Ruins Fun
A while back I became a dance caller and I was telling people how much I hated calling dances. I told them I
would much rather be dancing than calling. I hated the pressure of being up there, the pressure of being
responsible. I hated the many days of worry before and the tension on the day of the dance: setting up the hall, the
band, the refreshments. I hated it.
But people kept quoting me back to me. Didn’t I say that I wanted to call more dances? Didn’t I say that I
was doing all this because I wanted to become a better dance caller? And then they would tell me that it is clear
that I love to call since I went to all the trouble of creating these dances to give myself a chance to call more.
For awhile I could not stand the situation I kept putting myself into: I kept arguing with other people about
how I felt. How stupid could I be, arguing with other people about how I felt? But I argued with them because real
life is never as simple as all I’ve said so far. Much more was going on that I was not aware of.
Part of the reason I hated calling dances was, as I mentioned earlier, the pressure. I wasn’t yet good at it.
Yes, my dance calling was clear and I did many things right. But I was tense — tense all of the time — and what I
transmitted to the dancers was tension. I meant well, I wanted them to have a good time, but what they sensed,
sensed deep down, is that I was very tense. They could not relax, they were not totally at ease. After all, the man in
charge of them was a nervous wreck.
No wonder I hated calling. One of my main motives for starting my dance series was to give people another
evening’s worth of fun, and what I was doing was making people tense.
Just as I was arguing vehemently about how much I hated to call, I no longer felt the way I said I felt. I was
asked to call a dance outside my hometown, in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I had a wonderful time. I was relaxed, in
control. I explained well, called well. I had a heck of a good time and so did all of them.
Is there a point to all this? Yes. To the extent that we are mortals, we will change our minds. I once hated
calling; I now love calling, especially when someone else sets up the hall, gets the refreshments, etc. In “The
Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock,” T.S. Eliot wrote: “In a minute there is time for decisions and revisions which a
minute will reverse.”
Another lesson I learned is that what you learn to do well, you learn to love to do.
Forget Perfection
I began calling at the Abbey Pub about a year and a half ago, and I found that it made me very nervous. I do
a good job, and the feedback was overwhelmingly loving and supportive. One woman even gave me a nickname: Jo
“take no prisoners” Mortland!
But I wasn’t enjoying it. I decided to call for a year, and hope that I’d learn to love it. It didn’t happen. So
about six months ago, I asked our scheduler to take me off the rotation. I was just too worried about making sure
that everyone had a good time.
News got out that I was quitting and my friends were shocked. They gave me a hard time, asking me to
reconsider. One offered a bribe!
That whole episode gave me an opportunity to talk out my concerns with them. In doing so, I gained a great
deal of insight and eventually decided to return to calling. Now I look forward to it, and the last time I called, I had
a ball.
One of the insights is that I CAN’T make the dance perfect for everyone. There is no way of telling what
kind of baggage each dancer comes into the room with. “Making it good for everyone” is an unrealistic goal.

What I learned was that I CAN do the best job possible for me. The rest is out of my hands.
I also remembered that the dancers are my friends. Callers make mistakes all the time and nothing terrible
happens. The dancers come back for more next week!
I learned that this isn’t a situation of “me vs. them.” Rather, we are all in it together. Somebody has to call
— if there was no caller, the dance wouldn’t happen. The same is true of the dancers and the musicians and the
people who book everything. So each person there does their part to make the whole thing work.
Even the scheduler gave me a sweet little pep talk. “It’s just a dance, Jo. If you enjoy it, do it. If you don’t,
don’t.”
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dancer, calls in Chicago; she is the originator of Dance-a-Runi (or “contra runes”) some of which have been printed on
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