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Dragged to Do-5i-Do

Penn Fix’s Workshop for Dance-Callers

here’s a new cause for alarm: the

likelihood of being invited to a

party where guests are given a
contra-dancing lesson. (This reporter
was subjected to a disco-dancing lesson
at 2 wedding in 1978. She hasn’t
forgotten it.)

Penn Fix, master dance-caller, says
that as contra dancing’s popularity
grows, it’s increasingly common for
him to be asked to call at social events
attended by those he terms “non-
dancers.” Fix’s advice to neophytes:
don’t blame yourself if you fail. It’s the
caller’s responsibility to see that
beginners don’t

' get frustrated.
L O C AL Asked to
compare
EVENTS calling for non-
dancers with

calling for an experienced group, Fix
says, “They’re two different worlds, but
the goal remains the same. You want
them to have a good time. Some callers
are dancers in disguise. They have an
agenda, which is, ‘Oh, I love dancing
these dances. So I'm going to have
people dance them. They're really fun
to call.” They’ll do this even though the
dancers’ abilities might not warrant
those dances. Me, I’m a caller who used
to dance. So I have a different
perspective. Most callers start out as
dancers. And all of a sudden they get

‘it over the head and think they need

to call. And only some of them make
the transition into a caller who dances
versus a dancer who calls.”

Fix has a rule. He doesn’t even
attempt to teach rookies the intricacies
of contra dancing. “I usually don’t fight
that battle. It’s not worth it for me, and
not worth it for the people.” Instead, he
teaches simpler “formations” from
American folk-dance heritage —
square dancing, circle dancing, and
reels. “There are some very easy dances

within that context. In the reel, the
music and the dance are integrated so
that when the music starts over again,
the dance starts over again. The final
sequence of moves spits you out: you're
popped out to dance with your next
partner. It’s kind of like a treadmill,
where half the couples are moving up
the line and half are moving down the
line. And that’s complicated enough.”

He doesn’t spend much time
“teaching” the dances, either. Rather,
he conducts a walk-through and works
closely with band members, who give
the dancers musical cues. “If the
teaching part goes longer than a
minute, the people are standing
around, and you’re violating your
number-one rule, which is ‘Make sure
that everyone has a good time.” It's not
a lecture,” says the one-time high
school history teacher. Besides, he says,
if you talk too much and people have a
chance to sit down, it gets harder and
harder to get them back up.”

Even so, the breaks he gives to
green groups may be longer than those
for experienced dancers. “And that’s
fine, because it’s a party.” A man who
knows his calling — or, if you prefer,
his vocation — Fix sees himself neither
as a motivational speaker nor an
aerobics instructor. To novices he
purposely de-emphasizes the aerobic
qualities and health benefits of dancing.
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“I do very short dances, so [ don’t poop
em out.” Also he says, “There’s a style
of dancing that is suited to 70-year-
olds.”

This is not, however, another
instance of dumbing down something.
People learn the basics, says Fix, and
may be amazed by what they are
capable of doing. The chances are high
that do-si-do, ladies’ chain, allemande,
and the like will enter their
vocabularies if not their muscle
memories. What is more, this sort of
“recreational dancing” can create the
kind of environment that serious

contra-dancers find so enjoyable that it
becomes a mania for them. Fix feels his

approach is the way to swell their
ranks.

Fix was himself “drug into”
dancing by friends in the 1970s. “1
ended up being one of the last to leave
the dance, because I was having so
much fun.” This was in New England,
where he was fortunate to be exposed
to many old-time callers in
Massachusetts and New Hampshire,
and a whole variety of calling styles.
Returning to family (and the family
jewelry business) in Washington State
in 1980, he found few experienced
dancers. By necessity he had to teach
others.“If I had stayed in New
England,” where contra dancing is so
well-established that he could dance
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four and five nights a week, Fix says, "1
probably wouldn’t have called.” Today
he is credited with helping to bring
contra dancing to much of the
Northwest.

On Saturday morning, Fix will
host an hourlong workshop, “Calling a
Dance for Non-Dancers,” where he
says he will share his repertoire. It is
one small part of the San Diego Folk
Heritage Festival 2000. Fix will also be
calling the family dance later in the day,
accompanied by the Rhythm Rollers.
Festival organizers encourage those
who “can’t put the right foot in front of
the left foot” to participate. They assure
non-dancers there is no cause for
alarm. Their feet will be in good hands.

— Jeanne Schinto

Saturday, May 13

Penn Fix's workshop for dance
callers: 10:00 a.m.

Family dance, called by Fix:

12 noon

San Diego Folk Heritage Festival
2000

The Children's School

2225 Torrey Pines Road, La Jolla
All-day admission: $10

(Evening concert:

additional $10)

Children under 12, free

Info: 858-566-4040 or

www. windbourne.com/sdfh/
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