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Apology

Tango teachers loose track of what it is like to be a beginner.  So as I learned I wrote down what I needed to learn, beyond tango steps.  This is the result.  Mostly, it is about the personal and social parts of learning tango.  And you can skip about in it; you needn’t read straight through.  Some things advanced dancers will disagree with.  Other things may be just plain wrong.  But your state of ignorance should be an improved state of ignorance, after you have browsed through these comments.  At least that is my hope.  You will have the rest of your life to correct.  Learning tango is never finished.  Until you have been dead for three days.

Teasers

Quotes from the various sections

Getting Started
Tango is rich in drama, poetry, and motion.  But you already know this.  What you need to know to get started is how far off is being able to dance real tango, and how do I get there?.......The rule is that divorce leads to tango, not the other way around......Follows who give advice do not dance nearly as often as follows who give sympathy.

Teaching and Learning
Tango is 50% musicality, 40% embrace, and 10% steps......Frustration comes before learning, but lots of frustration does not come before lots of learning......The embrace is just as much about you telling him what your body is doing as it is about his telling your body what to do......Beware the “secret” step.  Many teachers, particularly Argentine leads, will have a weight-change that is so natural to them that they fail to mention it when explaining the step......It would be handy if teachers themselves used these terms consistently from one end of the class to the other.  But then, if they were that consistent, would they really be good at something as improvisational as tango?.....If you do not have the posture and styling of tango to begin with, advanced moves won’t be tango, no matter what music is playing......Tango is just walking, with attitude.

Social Considerations
One of the advantages of tango is it gives women permission to dress outrageously in a safe environment.......To summarize: Argentine-tango women dress like tramps, nuevo-tango women dress like bums.  Men don’t really dress at all.......Skill, as in all dance, is learned so you can throw it away......I leave aside the question of whether casual sexual intercourse can in any sense be viewed as an improvement in your sex life......You still have to know how to deal with the cads and the princes, the gold-diggers and the princesses, just like in normal life.

Traditions at Milonga Dances
Come early before the floor fills up.  Sit out the crowd in the middle hours, and stay late for the open floor and better dancers in the wee hours.....If you do not make a few mistakes here, you are not taking enough chances and dancing too much within yourselves.  You must adventure, together.......The dance part of my brain is widely separated from the talking part of my brain.  So much so that often I struggle to awake the verbal skill to speak at the end of a particularly sweet dance.......At some point you will be told that the only acceptable invitation to Tango is by the “cabeceo,” also referred to as “the look.”.....At the other extreme, I have ended up dancing the bartender, as she came out from behind the bar when I looked at her to get a glass of wine......Kisses in the dance world mean those cheek-to-cheek things where the kiss itself is a little noise made softly by the ear.....As near as I can tell, you kiss women of Latin, Southern, or Eastern European backgrounds as soon as you know them moderately well or if you are introduced by someone you know well; you kiss really good dancers, because they are honorary Argentines; but you don’t bother trying with Nordics or WASPS as it only embarrasses them and they get flustered.

Fundamentals
Alignment is position.  Posture is position plus attitude......In some sense there are no lead “steps.”  Just steps for the follow.  There are only lead positions......Tango is improvisation, and improv makes mistakes.  Mistakes that work are creative.  Mistakes that don’t work just are.....Skill is about the basics.  So is joy.

Over-done Social Worries
Reconsider where you hang out between tandas.  And maybe wear a brighter color.  Showing up is half the battle.......It takes a lot of confidence to lead, and a confident lead is a smoother and more musical lead......It is easy, comfortable, and social to dance only the ones you know.  But it is a mistake—both a social mistake and a mistake in how to live......Working at the male level requires that invitations be clear, simple, direct, and of sufficient duration to register and get a response.......You want your social leads to be a clear, comforting, and considerate as your tango leads.  And for follows, as receptive, responsive, and respectable as your tango follow......Tango teaches you to pay attention to your partner, to be sensitive to moods, to express yourself with touch, to cooperate and support—in short a host of things that make you a better partner, should you ever be foolish enough to give up tango and take up dating instead.....To hold a beloved partner in your arms, to have good music, and to have no safe space to dance in; it is almost the definition of misery......He is abjectly at fault.  Once is a mistake.  It might be forgiven.  Twice is a character flaw.

Enrichments
Sex can be embarrassing.  Tango’s sensuality is enthralling......Tango is about unrequited love.  Love that is fully and regularly requited does not have the same edge......The final secret to being thought to be a “clear lead” is following the step that the follow took, not the one you tried to lead......Movement on the music is marching.  Movement to the music is dancing......As near as I can tell, they are faking it......But if you are not paying attention to your partner, and this goes for the women as well as the men, you are just dancing.  You are not doing tango.
Coaching the Fundamentals
If you touch her ass, it is either a rare mistake, or you need to take up some less gentlemanly form of dance, at some other venue......Mock-violent movements are part of tango, the extreme version being the old “apache” dancing.  (“Apache” means “passionate.”  As far as we know the indigenous tribes of the American Southwest did not dance tango.  Or if they did, they did it gently.)......Tango is not danced by force of arms.  It is cooperation, not coercion.

Perspectives on Basic Moves
If you think about this too much, you will get all tippy and wonder how you can ever walk at all, without falling over.......Basically, the cross is a kiss.  It can be a punctuation mark.  Or it can be sex.  Decide which you want.  But at least be able to choose.......When you have gotten past the monkey-jump, and then past the John-Wayne, and you have a dignified step-and-collect, you can begin to do a real back ocho.

All about the Embrace
You take up tango because of the flashy moves and passionate styling of show tango.  You keep tango for a lifetime because of the small, sweet details of the close embrace......There will come a time in your tango career when at the end of a song or a tanda, you hold the embrace unmoving as long as polite society will let you.  It will be the best part of a beautiful dance.  But right now, don’t hold out for bliss.  Just comfort......He should surround her with his chest and arms, leaving her almost to float in the middle of the circle.  At the same time, she should delicately paste herself to his chest.....The ideal embrace is, as the Italians say about pasta, “al dente.”......Create an opium cloud of security and trust......A good embrace gets more dances than a good dress......Do not, under any circumstances, dance someone important to you immediately after dancing a “willow.”......If the partners do not pause quietly together at the end, before acknowledging the audience, they are not real tango dancers and you did not see a real tango.

Advanced Round-up
Respect the right to choose, whether or not you respect the choices......It is your right to say no.  It is not your right to insist on different dance......No code of honor is absolute.  The secret is to know when it must apply, when it may apply, and when it is required that it be violated......To dance enjoyably, you have to be clear between an intentional upsetting of alignment or balance, and a goof.  You fix a goof.  You follow a displacement.......In tango, you don’t “nail it,” like in hard dance.  You make magic.
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Getting Started

Haven’t Tangoed Yet

Here are some raw facts about tango.  Tango is rich in drama, poetry, and motion.  But you already know this.  What you need to know to get started is how far off is being able to dance real tango, and how do I get there?  Well, it’s not easy.  But chances are you will get a taste when some little move goes exquisitely right some time in the early months of trying.  It may feel like the moment between jumping off a high diving board and reaching the water.  Blood-to-your-head delight.  Like a vampire’s bite, this moment will make you thirsty for more.  Which is just as well, for tango is a skill, an art form, personal development, and a blessing.  It takes work, pleasant as that work may be.  And the magic moments take luck.  You just get lucky more often, the more you worked.
Tango is an intimate dance that requires more skill than most social dances.  Traditional tango is done in close embrace, nuevo tango in open embrace, and there are gradations between.  What you have seen in movies is show tango, a dramatized derivative.  You dance real tango for three or four songs in a row with the same partner, because it takes that long to develop the partnership.  Tango is delicate and complex.  Tango is also unusual: few continue other forms of dance, once they have taken up tango.  Because tango is addictive.
For the leads, tango takes some time and effort to learn.  That is, it will be a while before you are a desirable partner.  Following is easier, in the beginning.  Once you learn to relax and let the lead take care of you, you can be a good enough follow for social dancing fairly soon.  Not everybody “gets” it right away, however.  So not every beginning follow is at a useful social level.  And a truly advanced follow has a lot of skills.

Tango is worth the trouble.  It is a lovely form of dance.  It is a kindly social scene.  It provides occasions for hugs, which everybody needs.  Tango is all over the world, which provides local friends when you travel.  However, tango is primarily a dance scene, and only secondarily a source of future dates.  Many dancers are either already paired up off the floor, or happy enough just dancing.  On the other hand, if you have a “magic tango” with a partner, you have high hopes for meaningful arrangements off the dance floor.

The best way to learn tango is first go to a dance (called a milonga on your local tango website) and watch, for a night.  You won’t see much show tango.  You will see some lovely dancers moving emotionally with the music.  And you will also see some unlovely dancers, who are probably having a much better time than they look.  Milongas are usually at dance studios or ballrooms, not nightclubs.  This is because you can’t make money selling drinks to dancers—they need their wits and balance.  So there will be an entrance fee, to rent the hall and pay the DJ.  This will run $5-$15.  If you are just watching, it might be free.  After you watch, the next thing is to take one set of beginning lessons.  This is to get a feel for what is coming.  Then you take maybe 4 private lessons.  This is because the tango embrace and lead is subtle and different from other forms of dance.  You learn it best and fastest from someone who already knows, and not from another beginner.  You take classes and go to dances as you wish after this.
If you can embrace, do a weight change, check step, walk, back ochos, go to the cross, and do a simple molinete, you can participate at a dance without shame.  In fact, you can thoroughly enjoy it and that can be all you need for the rest of your life.  But you should tell you partner you are a beginner.  If you cannot do these basics, you should look for classes or practicas, to get experience.  This is not snobbery.  New dancers are welcome.  But couples have to navigate on a flowing dance floor; total beginners inconvenience everybody else.  Experienced dancers will lead beginners to the middle of the dance floor, leaving the outer lanes for the moving “line of dance.”

With this introduction, you should decide to get started.
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Beginning Tango Classes

Teachers who turn out good intermediate dancers fastest teach very few tango steps and insist on lots of practice in walking, ochos, and molinetes.  Unfortunately, beginning students want to learn “steps.”  They won’t pay to spend hours in drills designed to develop balance, movement style, and a fluid embrace.  That is life.  So you have to practice at home or with friends.  Advanced tango dancers talk about hours of practicing on the kitchen floor.  Advanced dancers can practice as a couple in one square meter (yard) of space.  So make a little space and time, and work on your dance skills.

Meanwhile, back in the real world, beginners often find a permanent learning partner and stay paired up for classes.  Pairing up in class works in one way—they have someone they are socially and personally comfortable learning with.  Few teachers will force complete “rotation,” of partners.  However, an unfortunate dynamic develops.  Singles find themselves in the “leftover” group, which is composed mostly of the extra leads or follows plus some people with no sense of music or movement.  The more promising singles then pair off even with strangers, to avoid spending too much time without a partner or with one of the hopeless.  Eventually the only remaining singles are never getting a dance with anyone they can learn with.

In intermediate classes, this problem goes away.  All the dancers in class are good enough, and it pays to rotate and learn from different partners.  In intermediate classes, couples who stay together seldom advance as well as those who rotate.  Married couples who stay together probably should not.  The rule is that divorce leads to tango, not the other way around.  But you would hate to be the exception.  A few of my regular partners are women who appear to be desperate to escape constant dances with their husbands.  The best interpretation of this is that tango does not repair damaged relationships.  The worst is that excessive tango with an unsuited partner might lead you to discover damage you don’t need to know about.

Finally, advanced dancers usually have favorite partners and do things with them they could not imagine doing with an equally skilled but less familiar partner.
At tango festivals the teachers have a saying:  The beginning dancers take the intermediate classes; the intermediate dancers take the advanced classes; and the advanced dancers--they take the beginning classes.  Good tango is based on the fundamentals, and the master teachers are best for getting the fundamentals exactly right.

So the idea for beginners is take classes to learn how to move.  Take them with a partner if you can, to defend yourself from time spent with hopeless partners.  Practice in your kitchen, alone, to get balance, movement, and feel.  And take the beginning level classes over and over until you get the feel for it all.
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Beginning Leads

It is almost impossible to learn the role of lead in tango.  The lead has to plan the step (choreograph), lead the follow’s movement, and move his own feet—all at the same time.  Furthermore, he has to deal with navigating the dance floor, and he needs to be sensitive to the music.  Finally, he needs to listen to his follow on two levels.  First, he must be aware of her mood at the moment—tired, tense, nervous, distracted, affectionate, or whatever.  Second he must be sensitive to her desire for movements.  Different follows like different moves, and many have decorations or contributions they want to make themselves.

This is far too many things for a beginning lead to keep track of.  Particularly since men’s minds do not multitask as easily as women’s.  So have pity on the poor beginning lead.  It will be a while before he is at all comfortable.

There are some consequences of this unfortunate situation.  First, beginning follows need to take care of their lead.  They need to project encouragement, appreciation, and acceptance of mistakes.  The poor male ego suffers untold embarrassment learning tango leading.  It needs all the support you can give it.  Follows who give advice do not dance nearly as often as follows who give sympathy.

Another consequence is that beginners learning with beginners is a case of bad leads and uncertain follows.  What might be an acceptable lead turns out to be not good enough for a beginning follow, and what might be a survivable follow turns out to upset the plans of a marginal lead.  The ideal would be for intermediates to partner beginners at the start.  It is my suspicion that the early stages would be accomplished much faster than in the normal “all beginners” tango class.  Dance in general and tango in particular is a physical experience and much is picked up intuitively through contact.  I usually recommend that beginners take a couple of private lessons at the start, rather than jump into beginning classes.  In some towns, I understand, there are also “practice partners” who are good dancers but not teachers, who rent themselves out at a rate designed merely to subsidize their dance habit.

At the same time that follows should avoid advising their leads, the leads must avoid bossing the follows.  The temptation is severe.  You are not secure.  You are the man and supposed to know.  In fact you are supposed to “lead.”  But unless the lead is very experienced and the follow a very beginner, most of the time the lead advises the follow he is wrong.  Bear in mind the sad rule of tango, if the follow does not do what the lead wants, it is always the lead’s fault.  Talking to your partner should be something like “I know I am not doing it right, but what I am trying to invite you to do is…..”  Or “for me, it helps if you can relax your right arm.”  Ask for help; do not correct.  It is in poor taste, unhelpful, and not at all in the tone of the tango relationship.  There will be exceptions to this; some favorite follows will ask for corrections.  Great.  But keep it to one correction at a time, not two.
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Beginning Follows

Beginning follows have a hard time doing little enough.  The first thing to learn as a tango follow is to be neutrally balanced and not to try too hard.  The lead will tilt, nudge, or invite you in a particular direction, and if you just let your body relax the correct leg will make the correct step.  All you have to do is then assemble the knees together so you are neutral again for the next step.  One step at a time.

Don’t worry about being late.  Late is easy to guide, adjust, or cover for.  Tango often feels late on the music.  An early arrival puts the lead off balance, off the music, and is difficult to correct.  So get your thigh out early with a nice extended leg, if you can, but don’t rush the step into the floor.  Your anxiety may tempt you.  Trust yourself; slow the arrival.
Don’t anticipate the consequent step.  Wait for it.  Cultivate a quiet mind.  One step at a time.  You will feel the consequent step coming when leads get good.  But you won’t have to think about it.  You will just know.  Some follows appear to know before I do.  But they have not thought about it.  It’s tango magic.

Contrary to above, tango classes inevitably involve rehearsing particular steps or combinations.  It encourages the lead if you “take the hint” and execute the combination as taught, whether his leading is convincing or not.  But later it helps to become more neutral, as the lead becomes more clear.  That way he can learn what works, and what doesn’t.  It is important to make a distinction between helping a lead learn particular combinations in class (a good thing), and being a desirable follow during a dance (also a good thing).
On the dance floor, the follow has the opposite task.  That is, to NOT anticipate anything, but be open to whatever is invited.  Ballroom dancers in particular will have a hard time getting out of the “signal and response” mode.  In tango, the lead dances the follow’s feet.  The follow moves intuitively, not intentionally.  Ballet dancers are the worst at this—as beginning tango follows they are so fast and so balanced that they can execute an intentional response to the lead almost as if it were relaxed and intuitive.  But they will miss the real intention—which is that the couple form a single four-legged animal moving as one being.  That’s tango.

During the first two years of tango, the follow learns to be simple, to have posture and balance, and to be encouraging or at least tolerant with leads as they struggle to master the several complexities of their part.  One lead will want you balanced all on your own, another will want a firm resistance to all movement, and a third will push you off balance with his arms, which will be completely wrong.  Some leads will hear the music or at least the beat, others will seem to be listening to some other music inside their heads.  It will be confusing, sorting out which leads are asking you to get better as a follow and which are just plain wrong.
In the end you will find some that suit you.  You will make an effort to greet these, and you will learn to stare them into asking you for a dance when they are feeling shy.  What works best is to find a partner you like learning with, and try to stick together in classes and practice.  I would advise dancing with other leads some of the time, no matter how disappointing.  Constant partners adjust to each other’s failings.  It will be better to learn to fix them.

There are two difficult parts for a beginning follow.  The first is to develop a soft, compliant embrace that gives the lead a true sense of your body, its posture and balance.  For some it is difficult to “give” yourself to your lead, as you must.  The other difficult part is dealing with the insecure, awkward, or overbearing leads that are beginners at your level in your community.  In this you will do best to discourage a few, tolerate the great middle with grace, and heap with praise those who you positively enjoy.
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Intermediate Classes

The story is told of a young tango dancer who practiced long and hard until he had fully 20 good moves in his vocabulary and could dance them all intuitively, with the music, and well.  He was a great partner.  All the young girls wanted to dance with him.

He danced another ten years, and got better and better.  By then he had become a master.  He had his pick of partners; women struggled to catch his eye.  Everyone wanted to be danced by him.  At this time, he was only using 10 moves in his dance.

He grew older.  After ten more years, he became a grand milonguero.  When he entered the milonga, he had a glass of wine, he listened to the music, and he danced a few dances.  He danced when the music was right, and most of the time with select partners, some of whom came to the milonga only when they knew he would be there.  When he danced them, it felt ethereal—like flying.  At this point he used only 5 moves.

The lesson here is this.  Go learn 20 moves.  Master them, and enjoy them.  But when you experience that famous “magic tango,” it will be simpler, and you will use less of them.  Only you and your partner will appreciate just how well you are dancing.
That is all there is to say about intermediate classes.
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Teaching and Learning

Teachers

There are good teachers and bad teachers, but I have never run across a teacher that was not trying their best.  Good teachers have the fundamentals right, they have good imagery when communicating, they follow the practice of “talk a little, let them try it, walk around and correct.”  Otherwise a good teacher is one who works for you.  A bad teacher is just someone who is helpful for people with a different learning style than you.  Or possibly a different tango style.

Remember there are at least 4 useful distinctions of styles in tango.  The oldest is the simple chest-to-chest close embrace milonguero style.  Its cousin is the salon style, with a slightly open V-embrace and a bit more room to maneuver.  Significantly different is the neuvo style, which is two separate dancers acting at a distance or through light contact.  Neuvo dancers do quite a bit more twisting and pivoting than other styles.  And finally there is performance tango, that athletic blend of tango with ballet lifts and high kicks.

Notice which style the teacher uses; that may be the style they teach.  If they are teaching nuevo and you are a milonguero dancer, you may not get much from a class.

Another thing about teachers—they almost all dance their one style.  Many dance mostly with either their own partner or with students whose experience they dominate.  Dancing with only one partner develops habits between each other that will not work more broadly.  I danced a teacher for a full tanda recently and she always did the same ocho cortado.  No matter what I led, she danced ocho cortado the way her partner leads it.  As it turns out, I dance ocho cortado at least four distinct ways, depending on the music, partner, and navigation.  And that is not counting the variations of expression within each.  So getting the only one response was a revelation.  Teachers often dance only their partner’s style.  However, don’t make the mistake I did.  Don’t tell them.

Worse still, teachers make a business of jumping from one partner to another.  They even expect their students in class to switch to a new partner and do a new and often delicate or complex step with that new partner right away.  Many teachers only grant their partners one or two dances even at a milonga—they do not dance a full tanda.  So they are out of the habit of noticing their partners.  This is worse still, worse than merely dancing their standard format without adaptation to their partner’s style.  This goes for leads as well as follows.  Anyone who leads two consecutive follows the same way is not paying attention.  Normally, your style adapts to the movement, feel, and even the particular moves that the follow’s responsiveness indicates.

In real tango, your partner at the start of a tanda is either not warmed up yet, or has the vestiges of his or her last partner’s styling left on them.  In any case, you would not be doing a big swooping volcada five steps after the initial embrace, unless the magic tango angel has bit you both on the neck.  Normally, you start simple and let a sense of the embrace develop.  This goes double for partners who are new for you.
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Teaching
Tango is 50% musicality, 40% embrace, and 10% steps.  Tango teaching by resident teachers in the US is 90% steps.  Visiting teachers do better: they often teach only the embrace, and musicality.  As in Argentina itself, steps beyond walking, ochos, the cross, and the molinete are not needed.

Much of this is because it is difficult to teach the embrace, and nearly impossible to teach musicality.  And if you do, you have to teach these while doing steps.  So steps form an exercise for learning music and partnering.

Unfortunately, much tango is badly taught.  Some is taught as if it were ballroom dance, by people with a background in social dances in general.  This misses the improvisation that is necessary to match movement to the partner, the music, and a crowded floor.  Nothing is sillier than learning an 8-count combination that falls back to the right.  Actually, nothing is sillier than learning an 8-count combination at all.  You never get that much uninterrupted space, and when you do, you won’t be at the start of a musical phrase.

The best dancers are not necessarily the best teachers.  Great dancers have perfect posture and beautifully trained bodies.  They are a long way from understanding what it is like to use the floor with normal human feet, or to balance on the ball of one foot while doing anything complicated--like breathing.  However, dance is learned by imitation, and many good dancers can slow things down and exaggerate postures in a way that leads to good copying.  Otherwise, the better teachers are first of all good communicators, and secondly, patient and slow.

A class with a dozen dancers is likely to have 14 different learning styles, so no one teacher and no one technique works for the whole class.  But a few things do not work for any of the class, and a few things work for most people.  What works for most people in learning movement is not so much description.  Outline the broad aspects of the movement  (e.g.: “step, turn, collect”).  Demonstrate slowly, a few times, the same way.  Avoid complexity in the entry or exit.  Better still, skip the entry and exit.  Then let the dancers try to figure it out themselves.  Walk around and observe and coach.  Then, when frustration starts to build here and there, demonstrate again.  Simply, and the same way as before.  Many people only absorb watching a movement after they have tried it themselves.  Good teachers talk a little, show a little, let folks struggle it out themselves, and repeat the cycle.

Second, metaphors are a good way to teach movement and feeling; far better than descriptions.  Actually the full approach combines description, metaphor, demonstration, and contact learning.  All in bite-sized doses.

An example of how different students learn in different ways is in how different students learn combinations.  Some people orient themselves in space—they think of movement relative to the front wall, or the line of dance.  These people will have a harder time “seeing” turning combinations than linear ones, and they will see the same combination shown in a line and then shown back the other way, or curved around the room as two different steps.  Some people orient themselves to their own front—they think of movement relative to their current position.  They will be confused by the torsional movements of tango, where the upper body moves against the hips.  Because what is “front” when your shoulders face north and your hips west?  Some people want their teachers to face them and do the movement as a mirror image of what students are supposed to do, as is the norm teaching ballet.  Other people want the movement shown left for left and right for right, as most social dance forms do.  Some need the teacher facing the same way (back to audience) as the students, some not.

Also not everyone instinctively knows left from right, or instinctively knows when you meant the follow’s right, not the lead’s.  Sometimes I think teaching couples should be issued a pair of red socks and a pair of green socks.  Then the man should wear a red sock on his left, and green on his right.  The woman should do the opposite.  Teaching would always refer to red and green instead of left and right.  This would really help visual learners.  Likely, it would help with everyone else, too.  You will know you are onto something when the class itself shows up with similar socks.  

Some students need to learn from big to small: from body displacements through space, to leg movements, to the body twisting, to the small impulses, to the timing and styling.  Others will learn the whole gestalt at once.

Some students have been taught the gyro.  Others the molinete.  (These are different words for the same thing.)  Some have been taught that there is a subtle styling distinction between the two.  Some teachers will be fluent in Spanish and weak in English.  Some will not be fluent in Spanish……  Some will speak with their voices, some with their voices and their bodies.  Students will be devoting energy to figuring out what words mean, this time in this class.  They will be each having different meanings in their own heads, sourced from other teachers or from real life.  Teachers should think about defining their terms.

The message here for students is to look for a teacher whose teaching style suits your learning style.  In a place with only one teacher, adjust and translate if that teacher’s style is not your own.  The message for teachers is realize there are multiple learning styles, some of them different from your own, and plan to accommodate several of them.

The other trick to teaching and learning tango is that there is skill involved in walking and pivoting.  That skill has to be put into your body with practice.  That means drills.  If the paying students would stand for it, tango teachers should practice movement until it is second nature, before allowing anyone to dance as a couple or learn a single combination of steps.

No teacher covers the intimate parts of tango.  Like making love, you learn from living, and from your partner.  Tango must be improvised: it depends on the moment, the partner, the song, the floor, and what went before.  The couple makes its own music.  You cannot rehearse.  But you do have to learn the notes.  There are three things I can tell you.  When it is at its best, it is slow, it is simple, and your breaths are part of the choreography.
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Teaching Men

Men have a lot to learn to get to the beginning level of tango.  It is a real challenge of patience and pacing to get them to do so.  Mostly, they only learn one thing at a time, and they need to have that so well learned it is automatic before they are open to absorbing the next thing.  Worse yet, to lead takes a lot of confidence.  So if you want to drive men out of tango, give them a lot of corrections and keep criticizing small, distracting things they are doing.  Frustration comes before learning, but lots of frustration does not come before lots of learning.  The art of teaching men is the art of pacing the frustration slowly enough.

For some reason, lots of teachers teach men the men’s steps first, when presenting a combination.  A different emphasis is to get the men to visualize the woman’s steps that they (the men) are trying to lead.  Then the men can figure out what steps the lead has to make to get this to happen and stay out of the way.  There may even be several versions that work.  Good communication often starts with “she goes over here, so you have to open the way in this direction, block that direction, and nudge her so she falls this way.”  You will know when a teacher is focusing on the woman’s steps—they forget telling about some of the men’s steps, often leaving out a crucial weight change.

That crucial weight change is a crisis for a beginner, even as it is invisible to an advanced dancer.  Men need to learn to switch back and forth from cross to parallel system.  These invisible weight changes happen on the half beat.  Most teachers assume that men are born being able to do this, or that they know it well and can transfer the knowledge to other times and combinations instinctively after the first exposure.  Switching in and out of cross-foot system for men is like learning the molinete for women: you have to do it 1000 times before you can do it in dance.  And once you learn it, you are most of the way to being able to tango.
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Teaching Women

For the first two years of tango, women need to learn to relax, follow the music, and go with the lead.  Mostly, in their eagerness to dance and please their leads, they are anticipating and throwing themselves into moves too much.  This is fair enough, since the beginning leads they get are not leading well anyway.  But the habit will discourage intermediate leads from dancing with them.

While the men have to have their minds actively monitoring and solving dozens of problems, women have to enter a zen-like state of relaxed acceptance.  At the same time their bodies have to be toned, alive, alert, balanced, and occasionally energetic.  Lots of body tone, no tension.  What you want is like a golden retriever the moment before you throw that ball: all attention and joy.

Women learning tango need something to keep their mind off the steps.  The music is one thing.  Another that few have taught is to realize that while the lead’s job is to make the follow feel cherished, beautiful, and smart, the follow’s job is to make the lead feel cherished, admired, and smart.  Even when he is botching it up royally.  Don’t let him teach you at the milonga.  And don’t teach him, either.

The other secret for women is that the men need to know where the women’s feet are.  So the embrace is just as much about you telling him what your body is doing as it is about his telling your body what to do.
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Learning with a Partner

A good learning partner is a treasure beyond jewels.  ANY learning partner is good to have, but a good one can spot the technique error that is making things go wrong.

Frustration is a part of the learning process, although not part of dancing otherwise, ideally.  The trick with a good learning partner is to stay in the Goldilocks frustration zone—not too hot, not too cold.  You learn to correct each other nicely, even when frustrated.  With greater respect, you learn to accept any effort to be nice as good enough.  With wisdom greater still, you stop when you get too frustrated, rather than push on and be in an unkind mood.

A good learning partner insists not on just being able to perform the "step," but on it being smooth and easy.  You will often get the step early, but have to keep working on technique, pacing, and placement, until it is simple and smooth.  Sometimes you never make it, so you give up.  Sometimes you get it, and then decide it is an "ugly" combination and don’t use it again.  Most of the time you end up keeping only a snippet of a longer combination.

Let me give two hints about combinations of steps given by teachers.  First, where the lead places his foot relative to the follow’s position can be critical.  A repositioning of a handswidth can make the difference between awkward and wonderful.  Second, beware the “secret” step.  Many teachers, particularly Argentine leads, will have a weight-change that is so natural to them that they fail to mention it when explaining the step.  They are thinking about the woman’s steps, and they just naturally take a quick double-step of their own, to be on the correct foot.  In their mind, the double-step is a single “step.”  But this is not the case for the poor novice learning!

The warning about “secret” steps goes just as well for a double-step without a weight-change.  That is, a lead step that almost takes weight in one spot, but then skips over to another spot.  Teachers will sometimes mention the “mark” as the faked step that induces the correct follow.  A mark is followed by the step to the actual position.  But when the mark and the step are in the same line, they forget to mention it.  To make this theory practical, consider a right enganche.  This is a step which induces the follow to hook her right leg around the lead’s right.  To set up the follow’s right sweeping move, the lead’s right foot placement can be far from where the natural hook wants to be.  The lead picks the moment when the follow is “floating” on the inbound part of her right-leg sweep.  At that moment, he jumps his right leg to a position closer to the follow’s left ankle.  In the new position, the follow’s leg will wrap naturally and sweetly.  You might think this correction is a fix for a bad lead to begin with.  But the Argentine who taught this trick was one of the very best leads ever, featured in film and show.  The lesson here is not about enganches.  You don’t need to know what one is.  The lesson is about working out steps with your learning partner.  If things do not work smoothly, keep an eye out for a quick-step adjustment the lead makes.  And do not be surprised if the teacher forgets to mention it.

A lead can test out skills learned in a class on his learning partner.  If she cannot follow it, he knows he is not leading right.  He has no doubts about it being a failing to follow correctly; he is confident of a good, honest, unbiased response from his practice partner.  If she follows his lead without having been forewarned, he can trust he is leading it right.  If not, either the lead is wrong, or the step is not practical to do at a milonga.

There will be steps leads only do with their regular partners.  However, such steps are fewer than you realize.  Try them on advanced other follows.  At the intermediate level follows tend to block a step they do not recognize.  Usually this comes across as a “balk” halfway through.  That is, the follow begins to follow the lead, but stops herself mid-step.  More advanced follows will trust the lead, and take the invited step.  And see where it goes.

The trick for follows here is to finish any step you start.  It will be the lead’s problem if it turns out to be not the one he meant you to take.  With a good clean step, he will know where you are going to be and have a good chance of making it look like what he intended.  Indeed, as follows advance in the partnership, they will take the step they felt was right over the one that seemed to be led.  They participate.  If this happens to you as a lead, you know the partnership is “cooking.”

When working on a step with a partner I like to work the step without music first, until we get the placement, then a little of the dynamics.  Then we try it with the right music.  We don’t need the complication of responding to the music before we get the step's natural rhythms.  And we look for the “right” music, because it is hard to dance a step when the music is not appropriate for it.

Finally, at some point in working together partners are tempted to explore extending the partnership beyond dance.  Be cautious about this.  The dance partnership may be too valuable to risk.
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Tango Vocabulary

Tango teachers come from different countries.  Many speak Argentine Spanish well and English less well.  This has never been the least problem in any classes I have taken.  First, because dancers are unusually expressive with their bodies.  Everyone seems to understand what they mean, particularly about dance, almost without words.  Second, the standards for English spoken by foreigners in the US are supportive: listeners are never fussy and always delighted to make sense from approximately right stuff.  America has always been a mix of immigrants; it could not afford to be fussy about speech.  And third, most students of tango have picked up a smattering of tango-Spanish words.

The bad news is that no two teachers use the same words.  I completely agreed with one teacher who insisted on using Spanish terms for tango moves.  He said they use French for ballet; they should use Spanish for tango.  That was great, until the next teacher came to town, used different Spanish words for the same moves in tango, and abused the use of “archaic” terms.  Then I realized the teachers in my home town did not use the same words for the same things either.  When tango Spanish becomes as consistent as ballet French, then I will agree Spanish should be the standard.  Right now we seem likely to have ice-hockey in Hell first.

The lesson for teachers is: realize that the students come from various and different teachings using various tango terms.  Take the time to explain what you mean, even for the simplest words.  And students need to realize that they have to adjust and translate for each teacher differently.  This works for terms like “gyro” and “close embrace” and “colgada.”  It also is important for key concepts like “grounded” and “disassociate.”  Actually, it would be handy if teachers themselves used these terms consistently from one end of the class to the other.  But then, if they were that consistent, would they really be good at something as improvisational as tango?

In any case, good teachers talk less, and give lots of time for students to work things out.  Dance is too physical to be learned from words.  What seems to work best is to set the task, demonstrate, and let ‘em struggle.  Say a few more words and demonstrate again, and so on.  Students don’t know what to watch in a demonstration until they have tried the steps out themselves.  And many good dancers cannot even absorb moves except by mimicking the moves themselves, as they listen or watch.  Simian learning: “monkey see, monkey do.”  While we are at it, Argentine teachers always ask “is this clear?” when you have not tried it yet.  You answer “Si.”  It does not mean yes.  It means “I am ready to try it.”

Learning moves from larger motions to smaller ones:  that is from blocking the movements in space (forward, turning, rebounding, and so on), to choreography (steps left, right, fast, slow, pivoting or straight), to posture (twisting, marking, pre-leading), to styling (turned out, lingering, rising, falling), to decorations (added foot or head movement).  So if the teacher throws it all at you at once, forget the foot-taps and see the big motions first.

Learning also moves in the other direction: if you do not have the posture and styling of tango to begin with, advanced moves won’t be tango, no matter what music is playing.  So if you are getting corrections in class that are mostly about posture, walking, or collecting, go back and take the beginning class again and again.  Forget the steps.  Tango is just walking, with attitude.  In fact one of the strangest things is that the visiting big-time teachers mostly use steps as a background to teach the basics, while the local teachers focus on combinations and let the fundamentals come in their own sweet time.  Maybe that is the students fault: no one will pay to learn to walk.
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Ballet for Tango

Most of the younger generation of Argentine tango teachers have ballet training.  Ballet is the science of good movement.  No serious stage dancers, be it tango, modern, tap, or Broadway show, do without it.  So if you have had ballet training good for you.  It will help with balance, poise, and movement.  If you are a lead and done partnering, you have some good instincts about caring for and protecting your partner.  If not, do not worry about it.

As long as you can get enough tango in your town, there is limited value diverting time to ballet classes.  However, maybe you have only one or two chances a week for tango.  Maybe you have only one teacher, whose style is not perfect for you.  If you would like to make more progress, you will almost always find a ballet school with open adult beginning classes.  Ballet will substitute for extra tango training.

Do not underestimate how much time it takes to get “good” at a sophisticated dance such as tango or ballet.  It takes about 2000 hours to be an advanced dancer.  Someone who has had 4 years of ballet classes as a child has only “a little” ballet, perhaps 500 hours.  Likely it has less influence on your tango than having been active in sports.  Someone who took ballet until they reached puberty has had “some” ballet, maybe 1000 hours.  That much training means your feet were strong, and can be again quickly.  It means you have balance and a sense for music.  You have also trained your “turn out” muscles.  These are the muscles in the hip that stabilize you as you take steps, especially sideways or pivoting.  Finally if you have done ten years of ballet, you have your 2000 hours and your ballet training is “serious.”  You have more than you will need for tango.  Likely you will need to unlearn some of ballet’s planned choreography and tradition of isolated balance and responsibility.  But if you get over that challenge, you can become an advanced tango dancer more quickly than others.

[Return to Teaching and Learning in Table of Contents]
Social Considerations

What Women Wear

During the first year of tango, follows wear an odd assortment of clothes.  As time goes on, they develop a tango wardrobe.  This tends toward light, fitted tops.  Skirts are short or slit so they allow movement without catching on the lead’s leg.  Pants will be fitted, gathered, or terminated at the ankle, so they do not catch the heels of shoes.  Follows will also pay attention to the right side of their hair and their right ear, since that is the side the lead will be close to.  He needs to see around you, to navigate.

Beginning follows wear any old thing on top.  Soon they figure out that double layers, macramé coverings, loose knits, and beaded textures may look great, but they make for insensitive contact in the dance.  Experienced follows tend to wear a top that is light and fitted and maybe a bit slippery.  There may be twisting of the top during a tanda, so tango fashions often run to asymmetrical or single-strap tops, which adapt to this better.  Also this is a time to wear a simpler bra, as the lead will be uncomfortably aware of reinforcements and wire, during the dance.

It is fun to watch as follows develop in tango.  I know of one who started out looking like a New England school-marm, complete with glasses and waved hair.  Within a year she had evolved to striking, somewhat trashy dresses, and she was standing straight and looked pounds lighter and years younger.  One of the advantages of tango is it gives women permission to dress outrageously in a safe environment.

Women also spend a lot of money on tango shoes.  It takes about 6 years for feet to grow strong enough to dance on the balls of the feet for hours.  During those 6 years any small improvement in comfort from the shoes allows more dancing with less agony.  So there is a constant search for the perfect tango shoe.  It appears to be about as likely to find as the fountain of youth.  And you find it in the same place: the gym.  Strong and flexible toes and ankles make for softer floor contact.  So does lighter body weight.

Nuevo tango dancers dress sloppy, on purpose.  They make an effort to avoid dressing up.  Women wear both pants and a skirt.  This causes even the leanest to look dumpy.  (Men wear cargo pants and untucked shirts, achieving the overweight look with less effort.)  Why this is I cannot say.  Its only advantage appears to be that it keeps some of the younger women from looking so good that the older ones give up and go home.

To summarize: Argentine-tango women dress like tramps, nuevo-tango women dress like bums.  Men don’t really dress at all.
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What Men Wear

Men do not seem to dress for tango.  Women indulge themselves.  They dress like World-War-II whores.  Men show up in slacks and a clean shirt, at best.  A few men who have drifted into tango from other forms of dance wear black.  Some older men will wear a jacket over slacks and a clean shirt.  The only time men seem to wear the traditional suit and tie is when they are doing a performance.

One variation of this is that professional teachers show up in old jeans, a tee shirt, and a 2-day growth of beard.

Men who own special tango clothes tend to wear baggy pants, and loose shirts.  So you have no idea what shape they have, or what they are doing during the dance.  That is OK.  The idea of tango is to show off the women.  The men’s moves are meant to be in the background.

There is a surprising range of shoes worn by men doing tango.  The sign of having been to Buenos Aires seems to be two-tone shoes made for dance, which are purchased there.  Pumps for pimps.  Otherwise, black ballroom or jazz shoes are favored.  A growing few wear latin dance shoes, which have 1 ½ inch heels curved in at the back.  These require longer pants legs, but they look good, help match the height of women in tall heels, and give a forward balance which helps keep movements light.

Nuevo leads wear heavy, large sneakers or skateboard shoes.  They certainly give traction.  However, proper partnering does not require traction.  The movement toward lighter racing flats, driving sneakers, or jazz sneakers seems to allow more dance floor for the follows to use.

A lead trying to keep up with women in fitted little-black-dresses should consider dressing well himself.  It is true that a suit coat does not move well for dance.  And a tie is hot.  However, slacks in a light, draping fabric, a shirt, and a vest will look good beside your amorata’s outfit.  Remember texture matters, too.  The silken back to a vest feels good, as should the fabric of your shirt alone.

Finally, men sweat.  Professional dancers don’t mind at all.  Good dance takes effort; good slow dance even more.  Those delicate ballerinas on stage are flinging sweat all over, soaking their partners, the extras, and the scenery.  The rest of the female world prefers to dance against a dry shirt.  So if your shirt is moist, it is time to slip into the men’s room and put on one of the extra fresh shirts you brought with you.  You will be amazed how willing your partners become.
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Dances, Practice, and Classes

There is a difference between a milonga, where the idea is to make the partnership the best it can be, and the practica, where the idea is to gain understanding and skill.  At a milonga, I go with the least that works, so the partnership can be smooth.  At a practica, I am trying fancy stuff.  I have specifics I need to find out about, or specifics I think I can help with.  In a class, the third situation, there are specifics I need to be taught.

The result of all this is that there are three distinct modes of tango:  In the milonga-mode you almost never speak or correct.  You do everything to make your partner relaxed and happy.  You dance with the music, and you switch partners at each tanda.  In the practica-mode you agree to try things that are not smooth yet, you agree to try things over and over, you agree to talk and help each other, and you accept that the music playing and may not go with the moves you are working on.  You stay for a long time with one partner, and the music seldom has tandas, cortinas, or breaks.  

In the practica-mode, the follow will give an honest response to the lead, unless specifically asked to help out by anticipating a particular move.  That way the lead can learn whether he is indeed leading the steps he means to. 

Tango classes are a bit like practica-mode, only more so.  That is, you agree to help each other, to talk, to try different versions and approaches over and over.  In classes, the convention is to be more encouraging and less critical than in a practica.  You are, after all, expected to be doing it wrong at first.  And you need time to recognize mistakes and figure out how to correct them.  The follow further agrees to give the lead the benefit of the doubt—that is to execute the assigned step if the lead comes close to inviting it.  As for music, sometimes it is best to do without, or to ignore it.  But hopefully the teachers have picked music that calls for the assigned steps.  Finally, in classes either you switch partners too often (as in “everybody rotate”) or not at all.  Neither of which is ideal.

I think tango at a dance is a relationship.  Dance steps are the canvas, but not the picture.  Not even an experienced dancer watching a couple can see most of what goes on, outside of the effect reflected in the partner's faces.  And skill, as in all dance, is learned so you can throw it away.
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Sex and Tango

If you are thinking of taking up tango as a way to improve your sex life, consider carefully.  Although close-embrace tango involves a lot of body contact, it is far too difficult to learn and involves far too much of a relationship with your partner to be useful as a prelude to casual sexual intercourse.  (I leave aside the question of whether casual sexual intercourse can in any sense be viewed as an improvement in your sex life.)  I don’t know much about Salsa, but I believe that Salsa is held to be the more useful and accessible dance for those using dance mostly for flirting.  That is not to say that people who dance tango avoid sex entirely.  On the contrary, tango draws very few prudes and a great number of people with cosmopolitan educations.  So sexual activity is not forbidden among people who meet over tango.  It is just not their primary motivation.

Actually tango offers many nice things—social contact, hugs, music, romantic environment, and cooperative relationships.  The very sufficiency of nice things means some percentage of people tango as a substitute for relationships—sexual, personal, or both as the case may be.  You may find an unusual proportion of the men and women wanting to dance but not on the look out for anything more.  It is, for instance, a society in which young women seek to dance with men older than their fathers, and young men, if they have the skill, desire to dance experienced women.  In addition, happily married couples normally dance most of the evening with anyone but each other.  So you can see that the tango “scene” is not a dating scene.  It is a dance scene, by and large.

There is a saying in tango that what happens on the dance floor, stays on the dance floor.  Any further relationship is open to normal negotiation between interested parties, off the floor.  Look around most milongas.  Almost everyone is dancing.  The chairs are mostly used for changing your shoes.  You see very little negotiating.

That is not to say that tango does not lead to relationships, happy or otherwise as human nature provides.  Perhaps you run into a few less out-of-line men, and few less hungry women.  Also, perhaps you know intuitively about a partner who has danced a “magic tango” with you, or even a series of sweet dances over several evenings.  Certainly you have a profound interest in common with anyone else who tangos.  But you still have to know how to deal with the cads and the princes, the gold-diggers and the princesses, just like in normal life.

A parting thought: tango is more a short relationship, and less a prelude to sex.  But then a relationship is perhaps prelude to the best sex.  And a tango can qualify as foreplay.  As a beginner once said, “there are parts of this I am not going to tell my mother about.”  To put this in its proper context, she was a decade or two beyond the age of consent, and more than usually down-to-earth.

Couples

Tango is a couples dance, but it is also an art form.  Few couples who arrive together want to dance exclusively with each other.  Indeed, it is somewhat impolite for them to do so.  Here the old American tradition is a pretty good guideline:  You dance the first dance, the last dance, and possibly one dance in between, with “the one what brung ya.”  Otherwise, you dance around.  This applies equally to married partners, dating partners, and practice partners.  Although some go further by previous agreement and dance with each other less.

On the other side of the equation, singles seldom dance twice with the same partner in the same evening.  The exceptions being if there is a scarcity of partners to fill up the evening, or if the lead wants to suggest a particular personal favoritism.  The third exception might be if you had a “magic tango” the first time.
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Traditions at Milonga Dances

Dancing the Floor

If you can do a few simple moves, you can start going to milongas and dancing.  If you can walk, come to the cross, do check steps, ochoes, ocho cortada, and the molinete, you are fit to dance.  You should get out there.  You will be welcome and given extra space if you follow one rule:  Stay in the middle of the floor until you are under enough control to participate in the outer circles. 
Tango dance floors are supposed to be organized.  The outside ring of dancers, the “Ronda”, is supposed to flow steadily around the floor counterclockwise.  It never stops moving.  Everyone advances when space opens in front of them, and lingers when space develops behind.  No one jumps out of the lane into the second ring of dance.  No one steps backwards, against the line of dance.  This ring of dancers is about a yard wide, and tracks closely to the tables or whatever defines the edge of the dance floor.  If you are in it, you do not leave room to pass outside of you, you do not stop in one place for many beats, and you do not allow a large space to open up in front of you.

The second ring is for less skilled dancers.  It too is about a yard wide.  It may move a little faster and be a little less dense than the outer ring.  The rules are the same, but the skill levels are not as good.

Inside of the second ring is the middle of the floor.  Patterns there are broken, directions uncertain.  There is generally more space, less discipline, and more collisions.  It is a place where mistakes are OK.  But the general flow is still forward, in the direction of the lines of dance.

True floor craft is much simpler than all these rules.  First, be aware of the dancers around you, what they are doing, and where they look to be going.  Second, always place yourself between a threatening move and your follow.  Third, keep aware of the two lanes of dance and never dance in the space between them.  That breaks up both lanes and ruins the whole dance floor.  And finally, be kind to all.  My rule is the first two times I brush or dodge a couple, it is my fault.  The third time in the same tanda, and I decide the other lead is acting like a jerk.  The fourth time I decide he is in fact a jerk.  In these cases, my follow often acknowledges that is it not my fault, by saying “oh, it’s Xxx.”  You never want to be known as one of the hazards of the floor.

Few floors actually work to this ideal.  And most dancers will adjust their description of what the ideal is to suit their particular form of dancing.  Those who stay in one space will fail to mention the obligation to advance.  Those flailing around in open embrace steps will think the lanes are two yards wide.  Those who like to move will acknowledge the permission to zig out of lane and back in again to get around a “parked” couple.  Some will think it exceedingly fashionable to be the last to start dancing with the music, others will dance on the first beat, and many will strive to start at the same time as everyone else.  Advanced dancers will eventually discipline disruptive leads by boxing them in, or allowing repeated collisions, or even chasing a couple over the floor.  All these things happen, most of them regrettably.

Floor traditions vary, city by city and milonga by milonga.  Some expect the line of dance discipline to be perfect, although it is seldom naturally so.  Other cities have so much space there is no concept of line of dance; there is room for everyone and every move.  Many tango floors have a mixture of experienced dancers, who know each other and can predict moves and needs, and newer dancers--some unpredictable, some having standing conversations, some beginners with no flexibility of direction or space, and some starters, who do not know that the middle of the floor is the place for inexperienced dancers, and feel that hiding on the outside is polite.

Finally, there are pedestrians—waiters, lone dancers walking to a table or a partner, hopeless visitors just watching.  Dancers tend to treat pedestrians as if they were not there.  The floor is for dancing, and it is the pedestrians’ duty to be out of the way, not the other way around.  The pedestrians are seldom aware that they rank just below broken tiles in terms of their desirability on the dance floor.  Waiters are the worst.  They think that it is first and foremost their place of work and their territory.  People who are not at the moment ordering, consuming, or paying are an unnecessary and inappropriate inconvenience.

Making matters worse are the teachers.  Some add the complexities of navigating a line of dance to all the other things a beginning lead has to master simultaneously, in class.  Some stand in the line of dance giving instruction to one couple or another, impervious to the rest of the flow.  Others do not tell their students about the line of dance at all, much less to avoid it as a beginner.  And no one wants to interfere with the space around the teachers, when they dance at a milonga.  So teachers dance in a crowded floor as if they were doing an exhibition on a floor emptied especially for them.  They forget that the same space is not offered to less recognized dancers.

The answer to all this is to be charitable, not frustrated.  When the floor is so broken and crowded you cannot enjoy your partner, do not dance.  Come early before the floor fills up.  Sit out the crowd in the middle hours, and stay late for the open floor and better dancers in the wee hours.  If you must dance in a crowd, learn to be happy with a few cozy steps and resist the siren song of the music, tempting you to express yourself and delight your partner.  Cultivate composure, patience--or small, intimate steps.

And when you travel, observe the floor and its local customs.  Visiting tango floors, usually you will be accorded the greatest consideration by the locals.  You will pay it back by noticing the local tone, and making a fair attempt to go with it.  If they rampage, rampage away.  If they have a disciplined flow, subject your moves to the flow.  If they pass when they want to, you can pass.  If they stay in line, you stay in line.  Have I done this all the time?  No.  Should I have?  Mostly.  Tango is a gentleman’s dance.  A sexy gentleman, but a gentleman all the same.
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The Tanda

Tango is danced with songs played in groups of three or four.  These days, mostly four.  But for beginners, mostly three.  A short, non-tango piece of music separates the tandas and indicates the time to change partners.

The first song in a tanda is for the lead to get to know his partner.  If you have not danced her before, you use simple steps and get a sense of how she moves, how she responds to music, and which steps she favors.  If she is a familiar partner, you are sensing her mood that day—is she stressed from work, is she into dance already, is she happy or sad, worried or joyous.  She will sometimes have the “feel” of her previous partner still on her body, and will be transitioning to the feel she will have with you.  This will particularly be the case if her previous partner was either very good, or very bad.  If you are sensitive, you will pick this up.  The first song is for developing trust.

The middle song or two in the tanda is for taking chances and trying combinations.  You are sensing the music, stepping out and having fun.  If you do not make a few mistakes here, you are not taking enough chances and dancing too much within yourselves.  You must adventure, together.  It can be a time for drama, and some strength.

The final song in a tanda is for getting simpler.  You move from dancing the music to dancing your partner.  The movement becomes more subtle, more intimate, more sensitive.  The exchange of lead and follow becomes more a continuous cooperation and a merging of moods and spirit.  People watching see less and less of what is going on, because the action is between the partners, and not so visible from the floor.  All this is the ideal.  But in any case, the last song is for relaxing into your partnership.

If you missed it and there is one more song in the tanda, you are in a bad way.  If you have followed the script above, your choreography has peaked in the second song and resolved in the third.  There is nothing left for the fourth song, and no place to go with the partnership.  You could wander over and shoot the DJ.  But you don’t.  You will likely play around a bit, but softly.  At best you are making promises for tandas with this partner, to come.

Actually, I have learned since I wrote this that most tanda’s have 4 songs.  Three-song tandas are most common for dances with lots of beginners, who cannot sustain concentration for four songs.  So just think of the “second song” above as the middle two, and the “third song” as the fourth.  Some tandas have more than four songs.  THEN you can wander over and shoot the DJ.

Saying Thank You

The other half of the cabeceo tradition is the tradition of dancing an entire tanda with a single partner.  However, either partner can say “thank you” at the end of any song in a tanda.  Saying those words is supposed to mean you are through dancing with that partner.  It may be the partner is a beginner and one or two songs is enough, in which case no offense is to be taken.  Otherwise a “thank you” before the end of the tanda indicates that you do not want to dance with that partner ever again.  Since most of us say “thank you” instinctively, you sometimes say a mid-tanda thank you that did not mean “the end.”  That’s fine.  Just apologize and say “I meant, that was lovely.”  A quick hug helps, too.
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The Cortina

The other thing to know about the tanda is that you change partners afterwards.  There are exceptions.  If you danced only one song at the end of the preceding tanda, you will usually ask to dance the next one.  If you danced two songs, you can choose either way.  If you danced three or the entire tanda, it would be an exception to ask to dance the subsequent tanda with the same partner.  The social convention is that you make her available for others—for her benefit if not yours.  Like any social custom, this one can be bent by mutual agreement, although follows should be warned that it discourages other leads from looking out for a chance to dance you later.

There are three times when the custom of changing partners at the cortina is most likely to be vacated:  One, when the choice of matched partners is very small.  An observant DJ will sometimes see this and make the individual tandas longer, instead.  Two is when you know each other quite well as partners and are comfortable that the arrangement is mutually desired.  And three is when you have just fallen in love and don’t give a damn what anyone else thinks of you.

The follow can forestall an invitation to continue by saying a quick thank you.  Otherwise, the lead should couch the invitation in a very tentative way, so as to minimize the awkwardness of a direct, verbal invitation which requires a direct verbal decline.

A follow can sometimes generate an invitation for a second tanda by the slow manner in which she releases the embrace at the end of the tanda.  I say sometimes, because many leads will have programmed themselves to end with the tanda and may not pick up on the invitation.  A somewhat more effective way is to stand directly in front of the lead and a few inches closer than normal, subtly obstructing exit to either side.  From this position, engage him in continuing conversation.  He finds himself still on the floor with you at the end of the cortina, and will often take the next tanda as it starts.  The third way to achieve the next tanda is to stop him to wipe the lipstick off his cheek from the last one.  This works, even if there was no lipstick.  He cannot see his own cheek, remember.  I have seen this work on foreign dance floors, absent the advantage of conversation due to language shortfalls.  I think of all the ways, it might be the most effective.  But unfortunately my experience is too limited to say.  At any rate, it is the most charming.

It is considered fashionable to make small talk with your partner during the early part of each song in a tanda.  It is said that in Buenos Aires this chat can take up to a full minute, of a two-minute song.  The ideal here is that the whole floor begins to dance all at the same time.  It is not at all fashionable to be the last one standing and talking.

Myself, I find this convention difficult.  The dance part of my brain is widely separated from the talking part of my brain.  So much so that often I struggle to awake the verbal skill to speak at the end of a particularly sweet dance.  And I find many partners are also ready to dance as soon as the music establishes its pattern.  But I am sure that half the floor thinks less of me for it.

One exception to this that I find charming is with using a cabeceo to dance a totally new partner.  You can lead her graciously and silently to the floor.  There can be this feeling from your partner that you should have at least spoken a word of introduction, such as your name or something.  However, there can be an exquisitely sweet moment after the first song, or after the entire tanda if the dance communication has been excellent, where you give each other your names—in an entirely different way.  I have one partner now where we decided not to, even though we had a superb tanda.  We now have a delicious dance relationship, but still don’t know each other’s names.  It feels like a French art-flick.  Sexy.

Talking between songs is different from talking during dancing itself.  Follows should bear in mind that men do not multitask as easily as they.  And leading involves multiple tasks already.  So keep the chatter to a minimum while the dance is going on.  You will get a better dance out of it, and you will be a more sensitive follow, if you let the music do the talking for both of you.  You will also avoid being throttled by a partner you have unwittingly pushed over the edge.
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Invitations to Dance

At some point you will be told that the only acceptable invitation to Tango is by the “cabeceo,” also referred to as “the look.”  In practice there is great variation in local customs in this matter, with customs themselves changing with the venue and time.

The cabeceo is an invitation and acceptance ritual executed entirely with the eyes.  The man looks directly at the woman.  The woman responds by looking directly back and holding his look.  The man will tilt his head and smile.  The woman will respond in a similar fashion.  At this point the agreement to dance has been made and both will walk towards each other, or to the dance floor immediately in front of the woman.  If the woman did not wish to accept the invitation, she needed only look away from the first eye contact.

There are some subtleties about the cabeceo.  Ideally, it can be done at a great distance, such as across a crowded dance floor.  Practically, with mild lighting and imperfect vision, it needs to be done at about 3 meters (10 feet).  Both ideally and practically, once the invitation has been accepted, no other invitation, including a verbal one from the person sitting next to you or someone whose path you cross on the way to your partner, should be allowed to cut in front.  It is completely acceptable to explain that you have already agreed to dance with someone else.  It is foolish to allow yourself to be “cut off.”  If, for instance, you are agreed to dance with a woman and you are intercepted by another, younger and prettier partner, you are faced with two options.  On the one hand, you could have the one dance with the younger woman, and leave the other feeling hurt and unhappy about dancing with you for the foreseeable future.  On the other hand, you can make your excuses to the younger woman and establish a lasting and enviable reputation with the older one, and likely her friends.

Another difficulty with the cabeceo is when several women are sitting together, all of them anxious to dance.  Under the circumstances, it will be necessary for the male to make his invitation clearly for the one partner, and clearly not for the others.  So you cannot initiate eye contact at a great distance and hold it as you walk up to make a clear head tilt, a thing you might otherwise do.  You must avoid all eyes until you are close enough for your intentioned partner to be unique.  It makes the women feel bad to get up to accept a dance when one has not meant to be offered.  It makes her feel even sillier to be in a group of four doing so.  The elegant way out of this, if two women are involved, is to dance the other immediately afterwards.  For a group of 4, walking by, turning, and doing a cabeceo at ridiculously short range with one of the other 3 will make sufficient apologies.

All these details become even more confusing when making invitations with regular partners.  With them, eye contact and smiles can be merely greetings, while at another moment the head tilt or nod for an invitation can be almost implied, meaning the whole agreement is sealed in a single look.  Some of this is more clear in context: mid-tanda or when walking past is seldom an invitation; anything at the start of a tanda or even the end of a preceding one is likely an invitation.  If you are well known at a milonga, it is sometimes difficult to avoid being smiled into a tanda from one direction or another.  The situation can sometimes necessitate an unnecessary trip to the restroom.  Alternatively, a half-full wine glass is a good signal that you are not dancing at the moment.  Women achieve the same result by removing one shoe.

Local custom may not use the cabeceo, but may fall back on the old-fashioned “asking for a dance,” using words.  This will often be the case for beginners, who may not have learned or be fully comfortable with the cabeceo.  For out-of-town travelers, this situation is a tragedy.  Being able to dance the language of Argentine tango in a country where you cannot speak the verbal language is a particular joy.  And the cabeceo means no speaking is required.

Since customs can very dance floor by dance floor, sometimes confusion reigns.  I have heard women complain of a lack of partners at a dance where I had tried to ask them twice, using the cabeceo.  I have also gone without dances for most of an evening before I discovered that the local follows welcomed visiting leads, but were both unaware of the cabeceo tradition and unaccustomed to meeting the eyes of strangers.  At the other extreme, I have ended up dancing the bartender, as she came out from behind the bar when I looked at her to get a glass of wine.  She was such a fine dance I repeated the mistake later in the evening.  The conclusion is a sense of humor and some flexibility are both assets for social tango.

Beginners should be aware that in tango as in sports like tennis, people prefer to dance with other people of about their own level.  This is particularly true when there are sufficient partners.  An experienced lead can give a beginner a good dance, but it will involve a great deal of effort.  An experienced follow can make a beginning lead feel brilliant, but again the effort will be unusual.  This is not to mean beginners should feel shy or awkward or tense.  But they should, perhaps, be appreciative.  Anything is indulged when you are new to a dance floor, but in the long run it is best to be discrete.

Most tango dances have an excess of willing follows.  For many leads, leading requires concentration.  Few leads can dance a series of tandas, one after the other.  Follows, however, feel acutely idle when they are sitting out a tanda.  (Unless their feet hurt!)  So even when there is a balance of leads and follows, there will be an excess of willing follows at many times.  Under such circumstances, some follows become more forward about getting dances.  If the cabeceo is in use, they can subtly initiate eye contact, in hopes of encouraging a dance.  If verbal invitations are used, the follows will make them.  (The indirect invitation “are you dancing?” is one graceful way.)  Follows should be aware that most men are delighted to be asked.  The exception being those fortunate few advanced leads, who neither wish to dance a long list of beginners nor want to make a lady feel awkward by turning her down.
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Eye Contact

Most experienced dancers use Cabeceo to arrange dances.  They use their eyes.  Leads will look follows in the eyes.  Follows accept the invitation by holding that look, or decline it by looking quickly and then looking away.  In today’s world, the roles can be reversed.  Follows can “stare in” their dances.  In either case, only the two parties involved know that an invitation has been offered and accepted, or declined.  This is the great advantage of Cabeceo.

There is a small disadvantage.  Participants at a milonga have to maintain good eye-manners, in order not to send misleading signals.  At any time that Cabeceo might be working, leads and follows must avoid each other’s eyes unless they are asking for a dance.  That means you do not look potential partners in the face unless you are seeking to dance.  A follow talking with one lead but looking at other leads that walk by is saying “please take me away from this turkey.”  By extension, and more insulting yet, a follow who is dancing and also smiling at potential future leads is saying “this guy is a waste, please dance with me next time.”  (Leads must have their eyes up and searching, to navigate.  But they to do not hold a look.)  So if you are watching other people dance, it is not proper to catch their eye, and if you are dancing it is unkind to be arranging future dances.
Eye contact between potential partners is a Cabeceo, unless obviously otherwise.  Yes, you look at people after you start chatting with them.  You look at people to greet them when you first come in.  You anticipate confusion and head it off with a smile and a shake of the head, or by a quick glance-and-smile followed by an ostentatious scanning away.  But mostly you look down at any time you are not looking out for a dance.  You find you tend to watch dancers’ feet, not their faces.  Unless you are at a discrete distance.

These guidelines are not easy to follow all the time.  Some confusion is normal.  But if you are involved in frequent confusion, likely you are misleading possible partners, and possibly embarrassing people you are talking or dancing with.  Your normal friendly, open, face is not that at a milonga.  It is an active invitation to dance.
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Hugs, Embraces, and Kisses

Tango is a Latin dance, and Latins hug.  The rest of the world wishes they hugged, but are not so comfortable about it.  So here is a translation about hugging, from someone of Celtic background.

First of all, hugs are voluntary.  Remember how the lead offers the follow the embrace:  He offers his left, outside, arm hand up so the follow can place her hand in his.  Then he reaches up from below under the follow’s left arm to take her around the back.  He does two things during this second reach that are subtle but important courtesies.  First he reaches with the back of his hand mostly upwards.  In this way there is no chance of grabbing or sense of coercion, since the hand is facing down, away from the follow’s body.  Even if she twists or turns for some reason, his hand will not end up wrong.  Second he moves slowly, as if moving through molasses, to close the embrace.  This gives the follow plenty of time to get her left hand up onto his shoulder and establish an open embrace distance if she wants.  A willing follow will do the opposite: she will raise her left arm up high to make room for a close embrace, and she will make the final 6 inches (15 cm) of movement together herself.

A hug is a two-armed version of the same.  The offering party, man or woman, holds out both arms, wide.  The accepting party matches the arm gesture and makes the final foot (30cm) of closing distance.  In this way a hug is voluntary for both parties.  Should a hug not be desired, various lesser acceptances can be offered.  First, less emphatic arm openings; second a slight turning sideways; third, a grasping of the arms instead of an enfolding of the body, or fourth just standing still and not responding.  Anything short of precipitate flight is reasonable.  You can avoid a hug if you want to.  Although none of us get enough hugs, and few have died of a surfeit.

The general rule about hugs is give as many as you can.  Hug for greetings.  Hug to say good-by.  Hug softly after any good dance, or just stand still in the dance embrace and enjoy breath and heartbeats.

By the way, women hug women; and yes, men hug men.

There are subtle differences about hugs: affectionate, celebratory, warm, token, even dismissive.  If you cannot tell the difference right away, you will be able to once you get over being surprised and delighted at yourself for hugging so much.

Kisses in the dance world mean those cheek-to-cheek things where the kiss itself is a little noise made softly by the ear.  One side, both sides, sometimes three times if you cannot contain yourself.  All are acceptable.  I think two sides is most normal, but local customs vary.  Whether there is at the same time a small hug, a grasping of the forearms, or just a positioning of the bodies with a hand or two, is all a matter of expression, time, space, and preference.

As near as I can tell, you kiss women of Latin, Southern, or Eastern European backgrounds as soon as you know them moderately well or if you are introduced by someone you know well; you kiss really good dancers, because they are honorary Argentines; but you don’t bother trying with Nordics or WASPS as it only embarrasses them and they get flustered.  But I may be prejudiced: I am a WASP and my ex-wife is a Dane.  Also, kissing, unlike hugs, usually involves at least one woman.

Shaking Hands

Some people will introduce themselves and offer to shake hands, before dancing together for the first time.  Most often this will happen during a class.  It strikes me as bizarre to shake hands, just before taking your partner into an intimate embrace.  If you are the one offering to shake hands, do not be surprised if your opposite number thinks it is out of place.  It just isn’t tango.  No matter what your mother says about being polite.
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Fundamentals
Posture Exercises

If you are reasonably happy with your tango posture, don’t read this section.  Relaxed and natural are a big part of good dance posture.  On the other hand, if you think there is something to work on, one of these ideas is worth a try.  It may give you just the perspective that makes the difference.  The difficulty in writing this is that posture is difficult to communicate in words.  It is better done in person, with real bodies.  So this is only a simple and incomplete list of things to think about when things go wrong.  It is not a full lesson in correct posture.

Rule 0:  Look at the ceiling

Stand comfortably, with feet perhaps shoulder-width apart.  Now gaze upwards as if looking at stars overhead.  This will inflate your upper chest, drop your shoulders, move your neck back, and arch your upper back just a little bit.  Now rotate your chin down so you are looking slightly downwards but have not moved your neck.  This is called “swallowing” your chin.  The overall feeling of a full chest, down shoulder blades, and back neck is one you want to remember.  It is one you want to train into your body as “dance posture.”  People when they are nervous, trying too hard, shy, or forcing themselves into a close embrace will hunch over.  If you suspect you have hunched, think of this “star gazing” feeling.

Once you become familiar with this feeling, you can assume this posture any time you are standing, walking, sitting, driving, or even at computer typing.  If you think it will help, you can try “practicing” the posture every 10 minutes, all day.  The idea is for it to become so natural it is relaxed.  That will be good for dancing.

Rule 1: You can’t get there from here

The terrible thing about dance posture is that it cannot be forced.  What looks like perfect posture is not perfect posture unless it is toned but not tight.  It cannot be rigid; it has to flow.  Try walking across the floor with your tummy muscles over-tightened so your have a “strong center.”  If you have even an ounce of fat on your body, you will feel it jiggle as you walk.  Now stand up comfortably straight and walk again.  You will soften the jiggling, considerably.  That is the difference between perfect alignment and perfect posture.  Alignment is position.  Posture is position plus attitude.  Less poetically, alignment can be rigid.  Posture is merely toned.

The problem now comes, when first you tighten muscles to make a correct position you tend to grasp one set of muscles against another.  When you achieve correct posture, you will relax as much as possible.  Holding your old posture may have made some muscles too comfortable working and others too neglected to comfortably balance them.  You will need to practice until things grow into a new balance.  When posture becomes habit, clenched muscles become merely toned.  This is why dance posture is best practiced all day.  Just on the dance floor won’t do.
Rule 2: Do less

The ideal posture stacks your body so that gravity pulls straight through all your joints.  You are holding yourself “up” in the sense that you are standing tall and using effort to do it.  But you are not using big muscles to carry weight.  Instead your bones are aligned at each joint is such a way that weight goes straight through the middle.

This perfection only works for a moment.  Then a butterfly flutters by and knocks you off balance and you have to correct.  When you have perfect posture in a dynamic sense, you will correct as simply and briefly as possible.  Actually, you will anticipate the breeze of that flutter by and lean into it exactly as little as it leans into you.  So too when you dance.  As you move, you put yourself out of alignment.  Or rather you would, except you anticipate the needed correction and make a little lift or clench at the precise moment you need it and no more.
I don’t think you can learn to do this by thinking about it.  But you can help yourself by realizing that holding strong in order not to fall over is a learning step.  The ultimate goal is a brief squeeze, not a hold.  You tighten and release, just to counter an off-balancing event.  If you are clenching, something needs to be worked on.
If you play tennis you will be familiar with this issue.  When you were learning, you would grab the racket hard, locking your wrist in the perfect angle as you swing.  Each hit would jar you to the shoulder.  Later you would hold the racket loosely in your palm, squeezing just as you hit the ball, and relaxing immediately afterwards.  The same with dance: squeeze and release at the right moment.  This way your body stays limber and fluid.  You can flow with the dance.  You can feel the music.  And your partner.  If you are holding all the time, you have the wrong alignment.  If you holding hard, you missed the perfect moment for the squeeze.

Rule 3:  Turn out

Both leads and follows benefit from walking with their toes pointed not straight forward, but about 30 degrees out.  The main benefit is better balance, side to side.  A second benefit is more secure turns.

Turn out does not happen at the foot or the knee.  It happens in the hip joint.  And it takes strength, at least at the start.  You have to hold both hip joints “open” against each other, even when you are standing still.  And even more, as you step.  If you turn out at the hip, when you bend your knee to step, the knee will go straight above you toes.  If it collapses more than a little inwards, you need to reassert the strength holding the thigh open in the hip.  By the way, this holding the hips open against each other sounds like a violation of the “no clenching” rule about muscles.  It sort of is, depending on how much turn-out you have naturally, or whether you have trained yourself to be pigeon toed.  If you run distance, or just walk straight, you need your feet straight forward.  If you move side-to-side a lot, you need turn-out.  The change from runner to dancer may take a while.
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The Embrace
As near as I can tell, there are four useful categories for tango embraces.  Unfortunately, the vocabulary for naming them is not consistent.  Milonguero is danced chest to chest, straight on.  Salon is danced in an open V, with chests touching on the closed side.  Open is danced with hands and arms touching, but keeping bodies moving and facing together.  And nuevo is danced with modern dance movements that look more like revolving around each other rather than maintaining a chest distance or orientation.

It is important to figure out which embrace your teacher is using.  Different embraces mean different kinds of leading and following.

Most of the tango I am talking about is done in the close embrace.  This puts the partners chest-to-chest.  The follow may be slightly to the lead’s right, but the partnering is “square,” in the sense that the chests are parallel.  There is a nominal 3 pounds of pressure putting you together.  This is sometimes called the “milonguero” style.  Also “apilado,”  meaning stacked together.  The name in my head for this is “heart-to-heart,” because if your heights match, your hearts are adjacent to each other.  In this position the bodies can have more or less lean, placing the feet farther apart or closer together, depending on the exigencies of the dance and the moves employed.  Some people learn the feel of this position practicing with their arms held to the side (no embrace), and they learn the idea fairly well that way.  Others put a paper cup between their solar-plexuses and try to dance without dropping it.  In any case, the idea here is that the follow can dance with her eyes closed.  She follows entirely by feel.

Similar to the heart-to-heart embrace is the “salon” embrace.  It is chest-to-chest, but in an open “V.”  There is less pressure holding the partners together and they lean to each other less.  In the salon embrace the dancers faces may be touching, almost breathing the same air.  This option has an entirely different feel than the traditional position, looking over each other’s shoulders.  But it allows many more movements.

Open Embrace refers to tango done with the partners separated by a distance, but still normally lined up parallel to each other.  Here the intentions that are communicated by feel in the close embraces are communicated by watching the base of the neck.  Open embrace is often used as a learning embrace, when the room is hot and sweaty, or while doing flashier moves.  However, the lead and follow relationship seems to me entirely different than in close embrace.  So much so it is almost another form of dance.

Finally, Neuvo tango is danced almost without an embrace.  It involves contact, resistance, or assistance as the moves require.  It also involves following by watching your partner, or feeling in the hands.  The relative positioning of bodies and arms is much more dynamic than in open embrace versions of more traditional tango.

In the course of dancing, partners move among these various embraces, depending on the moves being done, their mood, and the music.  You might almost say that all of these four levels of embrace are used by the heart-to-heart dancers, the last three by the salon dancers, the last two by the open embrace dancers, and the Nuevo dancers use only their intermittent contact.  They only hug afterwards.

Such structural formality does not capture the real differences in the approach to partnering implied by the embraces.  Heart-to-heart is danced for the partnership alone.  Salon tango is a bit more about showing off the follow’s moves.  Open embrace is similar to ballroom dancing in that it is a signal-response event and less the lead dancing the follow’s feet.  And Nuevo is similar to modern dance in that it is more interdependent choreographies, with lots of opposing or contrasting movements.
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How Strong an Embrace?
In traditional tango the lead and follow touch at their chests.  How hard a touch depends on two things.  First, how much they lean together.  And second, how hard they hug each other.

Ideally the lean is as light a possible.  Each dancer has better balance and more free movement when they are straight up-and-down.  More lean is necessary for big moves that need more space between the partners’ feet.  At the other extreme, advanced partners doing normal moves need almost no lean.  They can work with their feet almost interlaced without getting in each other’s way.

Big leans are sometimes part of the choreography.  This happens in static leans, leans during walk-around turns, and leans for volgadas.  This is usually a lean-and-lift.  Medium leans are part of the steps, when extra space is needed.  For instance, there is often a bit of extra lean while the follow goes to the cross.  This gives space for crossing the foot between the couple.  These increased leans are transient.  They are not carried on through the dance.

The hug part of the embrace has a “normal” level.  The weight of the encircling arms creates a small amount of hug.  That force on the back is matched by an equal force between the chests.  In fact you can hug someone quite strongly without moving them off their own center of balance, if you want to.  But the normal dance hug is just the weight of relaxed arms.

Hugs get stronger for three reasons.  The first is as part of a big move, where the lead is moving the follow’s center strongly and swiftly.
The second time hugs get stronger is when there is a lot of floor traffic.  Normally a lead lets the follow influence the timing, size, and direction of steps.  But with traffic he needs to have absolute control, to avoid collisions.  He may lead a medium step, but need to be able to cut it short or change direction mid-way through.  At the very least, he cannot have it turn out to be a bigger step or a different direction.  He limits the follow by increasing his hug.  It is like anticipating a big or sudden move, but not necessarily taking it.
The third time a hug gets stronger is if the couple feels like it.  Often this is unconscious.  Maybe the music or maybe just the romance tempt both partners to increase the hug.  This is supposed to be a mutual thing.  If the lead hugs and the follow does not also hug more, then the couple should return to the normal hug-force.

The lead’s hug goes to zero force under one unusual scenario.  When the partner is threatened by collisions or crowding, the lead creates a circle of protection by opening his shoulders and arms a bit extra and holding that protective ring with some muscular force.  The follow understands the situation and cuts her moves to stay closely inside this circle.

The hugging force also goes away in transition to open moves.  This particularly includes moves where the arms slide as the torsos move and rotate out of the embrace.  Failing to give up the hug and allow this adjustment jams steps and keeps them from happening with balance.  Full close-embrace dancing has few of these moves.  However, many modern partners move seamlessly between close embrace and a more open pattern.  It allows more fancy steps.  If for some reason you think fancy steps are important to tango.  Or maybe you are in the mood for fancy.

Finally, when the dance is having moments of utmost private delicacy, even the normal arm-weight amount of hug goes away.  Again, this tends to be a mutual and matched thing.  And it tends to happen unconsciously.  The partners float with each other, almost with suspended breath.  This is also a good way to start a partnership, in the first few steps of the dance.  It indicates that the lead will be by the chest, not be being “muscled around” in the hug.  As the dance moves into its first walking steps, this extra-light starting hug relaxes into the normal arm-weight force.

Follows often indicate a change in hug force by retaking their embrace.  They release their arm and then place it back.  This can signal a desire to lighten up.  On the other hand, a stronger a new embrace indicates more hug would feel good at that moment.  Recent dancing was particularly sweet, most likely.  Leads do the same, retaking the embrace either to resettle, or to indicate pleasure.

Confusion about embraces becomes less confusing when you think separately about the lean and the hug.  Advanced dancers lean little, but hug often.
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Lead Footwork

The idea behind tango is that the lead is dancing the follow’s feet.  The lead’s feet go wherever they need to in order to get this done.  In some sense there are no lead “steps.”  Just steps for the follow.  There are only lead positions.

Most tango classes teach the lead’s steps as steps.  This is unavoidable.  The lead has to step somewhere to be in the right position for the follow’s steps.  However, leaders will do better thinking about the follow’s feet and about their own chest position, and letting their footwork “get there” however it may.

For many of the more interesting and dramatic tango moves, being in exactly the right place and bracing off exactly the right square inch of floor is critical.  So the lead’s footwork is important.  However, the exact right spot is set in relation to the follow’s location, not the other way around.

The exception to this is the molinete.  In some versions of this move the follow moves (front, side, back, side….) around a center defined by where the lead has the ball of one foot.  A follow failing to respect that center will pull the lead off balance and ruin the move and the line.  This thought meshes with the opinion that the molinete is one of the rare tango moments where the follow automatically takes the next step, rather than waiting to be invited.
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The Axis of Power

The great Clay Nelson once surveyed experienced tango dancers.  The number one complaint of follows was leads that knocked them off their axis.  The number one complaint of leads was follows who did not maintain their axis.  These are not two interpretations of the same fault.  The follow’s balance is the soul of tango, and each party has their own responsibilities in making it work.  A balanced axis should exist, and there are two ways to screw it up:  The lead can push, or the follow can wobble.

When the follow goes off axis, the fault needs to be corrected.  Correction means the appropriate partner doing it right, not the other partner compensating.  In a class or practica, the hard part is figuring out what went wrong.  Often the mistake is just before the observed goof: the lead placed the previous step wrong, or the follow hurried into the move.  Figuring out what went wrong is hard because it usually involves figuring out who went wrong.  And the reason you could do it with the teacher or a partner at a milonga can be they compensated, not you corrected.

That being said, a good lead at a milonga gets it right only 70% of the time, near enough that his partner can dial it home 20% of the time, and completely screws it up so the couple has to gloss it over and move on 10% of the time.  A good follow, on the other side, goes the wrong way 10% of the time, even if the lead is right.  For that 10% the lead has to follow what he got, not what he asked for.  Tango is improvisation, and improv makes mistakes.  Mistakes that work are creative.  Mistakes that don’t work just are.

During a dance, partners compensate.  When it is perfect, it is over-rehearsed and you need to change partners more often.  Or you just had that miracle called the “magic tango,” and you have a willing partner for at least one tanda for the rest of your life.  Just in case it happens again.

This balanced axis issue never goes away; you never stop learning.  You just get more and more skilled about it, and more and more fussy about “perfect.”  Or more and more subtle, to put it nicely.  Skill is about the basics.  So is joy.
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Over-done Social Worries
Who Asks You to Dance

Too much insecurity and suffering comes from people guessing what partners think.  I will take a risk and explain as much as I have figured out about this.  The main point is, a lot or what you are worrying about is accidental.  I will be talking about dances in a local dance community, where most people at a milonga know each other, at least on sight.

Follows fall into three patterns.  Some dance with anybody.  Some dance selectively, but with many partners.  And some dance only with a particular few.

Many follows dance with anyone who asks.  They accept leads they know they will suffer with, for fear of a reputation for being “choosey.”  I think this is poor economy.  Leads think a second time about a follow who regularly dances with unmusical or inconsiderate leads.  Teachers say to turn down bad leads, as a way of forcing them to seek help and improve.  In any case, realize that poor leads are aggressive at the very start of the cortina.  Turning them down does not mean you will sit out the next tanda.  Shy leads will hesitate, and experienced leads wait to sample the music before selecting a partner that suits.  So in accepting a bad dance early, you may miss a good one late.  On the other side, as a lead, realize that follows would rather dance than sit, and many are no more confident than you are and can’t quite bring themselves to say no.  So you should take chances, even if you are feeling shy.

Many experienced follows manage to avoid poor leads.  I don’t know how they do this.  Maybe they turn them down.  I know that they also pick parts of the room where they will not be as easily available.  However, these follows do not avoid decent leads, and they do partner a few learners who look promising.  Generally, experienced follows can expect to be sought after and can afford to turn down dances.  However, I have known superlative follows who sit out dances.  So not all experienced follows choose to accept every chance to dance, it seems clear.  I think they would rather have fewer, but better dances than be on the floor, but unhappy.  Some say their goal is “one quality tanda,” where the music and the partner and the dance all work to create a fine mood.

From a beginner lead’s viewpoint, you can try to catch the eye of an experienced follow.  But don’t feel bad if she wants to wait until you are a bit more smooth and gentle.  Here it is: she is looking for a gentle, supportive, cherishing embrace.  I was told once that the follow’s prayer is “please don’t hurt me.”  I have been told many times, she is not looking for “steps” or “moves” or “combinations.”  At least for traditional close-embrace or even salon tango, it would be better to dance the steps you can do simply and well, and not to manipulate through showier steps.  The conclusion for these elusive follows from a lead’s viewpoint is buck up and angle for a dance.  She may well be in the mood to encourage you, and she won’t dance with you unless she feels that way.

Finally, there are a few follows who only dance a small number of regular partners.  That is their choice.  If they are not very advanced dancers, I think they are making a mistake.  But as a lead my advice is to think of it as their loss, not yours.

Now for leads.  I can only say what happens with me, in hopes that it gives the poor follows some insights that apply more generally.

The first principle is I only dance with the women I see.  Even if I notice a favorite partner dancing, I hardly ever manage to seek her out later.  If she is not in my field of vision, I do not ask her.  The insight for follows is this: if a favored lead fails to ask you to dance, do not go home and weep.  Do not feel undesirable.  Reconsider where you hang out between tandas.  And maybe wear a brighter color.  Showing up is half the battle.

The second principle is I dance with the partners who seem to like to dance with me.  All leads are insecure.  Most would rather dance with a partner who really wants to dance with them than with the showiest half-naked woman in the room.  And the ones whose insecurities are assuaged by dancing with the showiest half-naked woman in the room probably are not the most sensitive leads, anyway.  So the lesson is, if you enjoy the dance, make sure your partner knows it.  It takes a lot of confidence to lead, and a confident lead is a smoother and more musical lead.  So help the poor boy, if you feel like it.  Trust me, the other follows are ladling on the butter, even if you are not.

In this respect, I notice beautiful, well-dressed follows are seldom complimentary, while others are more frequently so.  So I am guessing either sex or assurances sell.  But beauty is not everything.  Let me tell a true story.  There was in my beginning classes a lovely woman who dressed tastefully and well.  In class I never got to dance with her, because other leads were always maneuvering to be at her side when time came to change partners.  Later at milongas, the experienced leads all vied for the chance to dance her around the floor.  I don’t think she sat out a dance in her first 6 months, and I don’t think she danced with any fellow beginners, outside of classes.  At the end of 6 months, she was sitting out dances regularly.  The beginners had given up on her, and the good leads had found her needing development.  After a while, she disappeared from tango altogether.  The lesson here is what gets you dances at a tango festival or as a visitor in Buenos Aires is not necessarily a great long-run strategy in your own home town.  My favorite partners have it all: nice dress, encouraging attitude, and good partnering skills.  My advice is, aspire to all three.  Do not rely on successes achieved with only one.  Particularly looks.

So what goes on in the head of a lead looking at the partners within his view?  Does he always dance the one he wants the most?  If he fails to ask you, what does it mean?  Well, lots of things go into the choice a lead makes, but half the choice is chance and position.  And part of position is to have your eyes up, looking for a dance.  Aside from that half, he considers how good the partnership is with you two.  Some great dancers have a different sense of music than I do, some prefer open or salon style to my simple, “milonguero” style.  Beyond the partnership are a host of other considerations.  I slightly prefer single women to those with permanent partners, which seems fair enough.  I favor women whose height more-or-less matches mine, because it makes for a better partnership in the embrace.  I definitely favor women near my own age, to the point where I have stupidly avoided some who look too young.  (You would think I would prefer the sweet young things.  But I do not choose to open my heart in dance to someone who is just passing time until her Lancelot shows up.)  I favor partners I have not danced with recently.  And I try to take a dance each night with someone new, or someone I have not danced in a long time.  Finally, I almost never ask someone to dance who is talking or standing with another possible partner.  I know that the cabeceo is supposed to take care of this awkwardness, and I know dancers will chat and scan and accept dances while otherwise being social, but I lack the confidence to interrupt a man-woman chat.  And when I chat with friends on the sidelines, I am generally looking slightly away from the lady as we talk, so she does not loose out on dances.

One warning is, I try very hard not to ask anyone to dance who has turned me down recently.  So if your feet really hurt, or you need to visit the toilet, get up and out of the line of sight and keep your eyes down.  Because no matter how true the excuse, you may be avoided for months by any lead you have turned down.  This is not a punishment; it is a courtesy.  On the other hand, if there is someone who you do not want to dance with, tell him you are too tired, and then be seen on the floor during the same tanda with another partner.  If he has a grain of sense, he will never bother you again.

Cliques are often people just being lazy.  There is a tendency in local situations for each to develop a circle of familiar and happy partners.  So even if you have a fine dance with someone new, you will only drift into their circle of “regulars” slowly.  And if you leave town for a while, you will have dropped out, or at least to the edges.  What is happening is that regular good partnerships impose an ongoing obligation to dance together.  From the outside, it looks like snobbishness or exclusivity.  From the inside, it feels like a damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don’t situation.  It takes character to bypass someone who gave you a particularly sweet tanda last night in order to dance someone who was sweet a month back.  We should all have lots of character.  We don’t.  The same circle of partners happens with follows, I notice.  They end up with the same set of leads, and the set evolves rather than rotates.  If you want to overcome this, you will have to make the effort yourself.  If you are a lead, you have to look for the partner quickly at the end of the preceding tanda.  If you are a follow, you have to “stare in” the lead.  Humans respond to full-face views, and once they are looking you in the eyes, they are halfway to inviting a dance, before they know it.

I hope all this helps with perspective.  You will dance better, if you worry less.
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Saying No

With a stranger and the cabeceo, saying no to an invitation to dance is easy and subtle.  No one need feel embarrassed.  However, you have to consider that each time you say no to a particular partner, you reduce the chances you will be asked again.  It can help if you say “I am tired,” or “my feet hurt and I am resting.”  You can even say “please let us dance a little later.”  Speaking these comments is a lot easier if the invitation is verbal, or the cabeceo is close enough you can say a quiet word.  A distant cabeceo from a known partner can be replied to with a “come here” wave and the explanation offered, possibly accompanied by a welcoming touch or the traditional double-air-kiss.  These can change the tone of the refusal.  But again, you have to be careful about refusing, as the more tender males will feel reluctant next time.

Follows are gently advised to avoid one solecism.  Do not decline a cabeceo by refusing to have your eye caught.  Decline by looking at the lead quite long enough that he is certain you have seen him, and the looking clearly away and holding that pose.  It leaves a bad taste to refuse to meet leads’ eyes.  In doing so you think you are avoiding the awkwardness of turning someone down.  But you are creating an uncertainty that is even less pleasant, and at his expense.  Leads take the burden of making the invitations; follows should take responsibility for a clear response.  This creates a comfortable social communication.  To gaze vaguely into space is like offering a vague lead on the dance floor, and we all know how lousy that feels.

Word will get around if you have a reputation of being “picky” about your partners.  I know some lovely follows who are quite selective.  They sit out a lot of dances, and that is their choice.  The rest of the follows tend to accept any reasonable invitation to dance.  Most prefer to be dancing than sitting, even if they are not dancing exactly at their level.  On the other hand, your reputation will only rise if you avoid the leads known to be either punishing to dance with, or sexually aggressive.  Everyone feels good about being on the yes side of a discriminating partner.

If you come to a foreign dance floor and see a lovely follow whom nobody asks to dance, you can guess she is one of those follows who only dances with a short list of known partners.  It is unlikely that she is there just to listen to the music.  On the other hand, she may be interested in a new, different partner, and you can hardly be expected to know her local reputation as selective.  So take a chance, if the spirit moves you.  Just do not feel bad if you are turned down.  In a large tango community, likely you will be.  In a small one, you are likely to be accepted.

The best way for follows to take a break when your feet really do hurt, or you are too tired, is to take off one shoe.  An observant partner will see this and not make an offer.  Or if they do not, you need only hold up your empty foot and smile to erase all doubts as to your reply and reason.  The advantage of this is you can put your shoe on again, if the invitation is one you particularly desire.  An added advantage is that it makes him feel even better at your acceptance.

On many dance floors, it is the norm for a woman to be deep in conversation, and at the same time be on the watch for an invitation to dance.  It seems impolite to break off in the middle of a close discussion and leap up and dance with someone else.  But it is done, accepted, and no offense intended.  Most people at a milonga would rather dance than eat or sleep, so the priority is comprehended.  However, there are other venues where social norms are maintained, and people do not interrupt conversations.  The rules here are not well-established, and can vary from individual to individual.  My rule is to interrupt side-to-side facing “conversations” freely, but hesitate or come close and wait politely to interrupt face-to-face conversations.  The phrase “are you dancing?” is again particularly useful in this respect.

In any case, no gentleman should press his case when turned down.  In addition, he should cease to ask after the third turn-down, no matter how welcoming the excuses were.  And he should not consider bothering any woman who turned him down but danced with someone else later during the same tanda.

This last blunder is one too many follows make.  You should make it on purpose, or not at all.  Should your particular Sir Lancelot come up later and ask, it is perfectly understandable to explain you have already said to someone else that you were too tired, so you cannot dance this particular tanda, although you would otherwise have risen from your death bed to do so.  Or you can blow off future dances with the earlier fellow, if it is worth it to you.  Your choice.

Should a woman find one of her regular partners has ceased to ask her to dance, most of the time she will find she has inadvertently put him in a position where he cannot as a gentleman ask her again.  She has three choices.  One is to wait until he forgets or the supply of follows becomes desperately thin.  The better one is to ask him to dance, which explains, erases, and gets forgiveness for past slights, without the need to bring them up at all.  The third I hesitate to mention, but my father used to refer to it as “blow in his ear.”
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Hometown Partners

Tango in your home city is a lot different from tango at a festival or while visiting a distant city.  The difference I want to discuss is the question of selecting partners.  At home, you meet the same set of partners time after time.  This allows you to develop social connections, which makes tango richer and friendlier than dancing with strangers.  Dancing with strangers has an attraction of its own, but that is another discussion.

A lead entering a familiar milonga scans the room for possible partners and stores away in his mind who is there.  He will be on the look out for a chance to partner the “good” dancers.  He will be saving the waltzes and the more melodic tandas for the romantic possibilities, if he can work up his courage.  He will remember which of his old friends he has not danced in a while and keep an eye out to see when they are left idle.  He will dance an occasional beginner when they look like they are feeling neglected, or just after they have suffered with a particularly hurtful lead.

On a night with a good choice of partners, leads will hold off asking for a dance until the music starts and he has a feel for the mood of the particular tanda.  In this way he can suit the music to the partner.  Regrettably, when partners are in short supply it becomes necessary to arrange for a dance at the end of the previous tanda.  These become evenings when you dance whatever partner is standing reasonably close to you, and that’s life.

A good lead is torn between conflicting opportunities.  First, he wants to dance his old partners, if they are available.  However, he also needs to reserve the occasional tanda for dancing someone not yet established as a partner.  This can be someone new, someone beginning, or someone visiting the dance floor from out of town.  It is easy, comfortable, and social to dance only the ones you know.  But it is a mistake—both a social mistake and a mistake in how to live.

The difficulty is not making anyone feel neglected, which we all tend to feel too easily.  As part of coping with that difficulty I have a policy of not dancing the same partner twice an evening when others are available, and of not dancing sweet young things when women of an age closer to mine are available.  As that behavior gets known, it comes out as being "his eccentricity" rather than "being snotty."  That means fewer bruised feelings.  At least that is the hope.

The follows viewpoint on these matters I can only report second hand.  Even where there are excess leads, I hear that follows dance with anyone they do not have a reason to avoid.  This surprises me.  Leads notice who you dance with.  Sometimes they conclude you will not appreciate their style.  And if you keep accepting known problem leads, they may think less of you.

There are common and excellent reasons to avoid a lead.  First would be inappropriate sexual touching, including leading lots of tangle-leg steps poorly or inappropriately.  Second would be a driving lead that ends up stepping on the follow, or requires active avoidance to prevent being kicked.  After these two, the list gets less critical.  Some decline leads who correct or criticize, which is certainly bad behavior.  Some decline leads when they ask for a second tanda.  This is correct and far-sighted: other leads will notice follows who stick with one lead and will give up on them as partners.  When you dance the same lead past one tanda, you say to the world, “I am not interested in being available to dance with other leads.”  If the partner in question is a great lead or has a special relationship with you, no problem.  If the partner is just another lead, or a lead known to be pushy or awkward, it definitely discourages later invitations.  Beyond that, some decline leads having insufficient experience, or whose style is completely mis-matched to their own.  However, in general, follows seem to accept any dance that will not actively spoil their evening.  At least this seems to be the case in the United States.

Surprisingly, some follows fail to cultivate partners they want.  Smarter ones greet their favorite partners when they first see them at a milonga.  This is an excellent way to line up future dances.  A few spend a little time in social chat, trying to get on the lead’s “A list” for future milongas.  A few more go to some lengths to praise a sweet lead, which is an effective way to gain dances on consequent nights.  But almost none go beyond that.  It is rare for a follow to use “the look” to draw an invitation from a lead, even though a frequent stare in his direction will often provoke a dance.  It is rare for a regular partner to directly ask for a dance with a comment like “are we dancing tonight?”

It is likely that some follows have given up trying to get leads to ask them to dance.  Many give up too easily.  Women communicate with their faces and with indirect suggestions more often and much more subtly then men.  Men miss many “invitations.”  Working at the male level requires that invitations be clear, simple, direct, and of sufficient duration to register and get a response.

Overall, it seems to me strange that follows do not do more to get the dances they want, and accept fewer of the invitations they do not particularly seek.

Even more surprisingly, some highly desirable follows dance with only a small circle of partners, and often dance with them repeatedly.  A lead who did that would be considered impolite and possibly stuck up.  Many more follows seem to let themselves fall into this behavior, possibly thinking that since they are being asked, they should not say no.  Some follows only dance with a very short list of partners as a protection against accepting undesirable dances.
A better solution is for follows to seek the partners they do want.  It is also good for follows to sit out a tanda now and then, allowing some social time.  Otherwise they end up dancing only with the more aggressive personalities.  It is an odd story, but true outside of tango, that excessively beautiful women end up dating jerks.  Because the nice guys won’t enter into to fierce competitions.  Unlike more ordinary women, beauties never learn to make the effort to be encouraging.  So too with dancers.  But they miss out if they don’t.

The leads view of a perfect follow is that she finds a middle ground—dancing a good number of suitable partners and only a few unsuitable ones.  I believe this is the behavior expected of a responsible lead, as well.

One way or another, dancing tango regularly in your home town you will end up with a reputation.  It can be for courtesy and consideration, it can be as “filler” material, or it can be as one of the hazards of the floor.  You choose which of these by how you take the needs of all your partners, actual and possible, into account.  You will get it wrong some of the time, and you will be mis-interpreted other times.  But in the long run, you want your social leads to be a clear, comforting, and considerate as your tango leads.  And for follows, as receptive, responsive, and respectable as your tango follow.
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Dating and Tango

Dating and tango do not mix easily.  It is difficult to date the partners you dance with because many of them tango as a substitute for a single intimate relationship, and are happy about it.  It is difficult to date outside of tango, because it takes a hot date to be as good an evening as a night out dancing.  This means you have to get past the warm-up rounds in dating by giving up tango evenings.  And finally, it is difficult for non-tango partners to understand your spending that much time in other people’s arms. 

They may be right.  A warm relationship may take some of the loneliness out of your tango partnering and make for a more superficial version of the dance.  Also, your regular tango partners may not be quite so assiduous after they find out you have a non-tango relationship on the side.  The thought that “this might lead to something big” lends spice to tango, no matter how unlikely the actuality.

On the other hand, tango teaches you to pay attention to your partner, to be sensitive to moods, to express yourself with touch, to cooperate and support—in short a host of things that make you a better partner, should you ever be foolish enough to give up tango and take up dating instead.  The idea that dancers make good lovers contains some truth.  And tango is probably the best dance for that.
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Tango Classes

Classes serve at least three good functions.  First, you get to work on your basics—posture, embrace, partnering, walking steps, and maybe pivots.  Second, you get some tango dancing.  An hour to an hour and a half of solid dance time is close to an evening’s worth.  Third, you meet new partners, who might turn out to be good news at some later milonga.
The fourth function of a class, a minor one, is you might pick up a combination of steps you will like to use again.  (Scratch this fourth idea if you are a follow.  Follows follow.  If they only follow steps they know, they are bad follows.  There is little worse than a partner who balks halfway though a step because she does not recognize it.  She is supposed to be actively cooperating with the lead.  She is not supposed to be recognizing a step and then executing it.)

The concept here is that the combination of steps taught in class is an exercise for practicing lead or follow in tango.  The combination itself is not what you get out of class.  Remember that tango is supposed to be improvisational.  Each step resolves to a position that allows a number of alternatives for the next.  If you have the floor to yourself, you can plan on an eight-step combination.  You could even plan a combination that falls backwards into your blind spot.  If you dance anywhere in real life, you will have to make up your mind what move to make at the end of each single step, based on what space is open to you for taking the next one.  Falling backwards into your blind spot will never be an option.  Nor will the vast majority of other combinations taught in tango classes.  If you don’t believe me, watch how often there are space conflicts on the floor even when there are only three couples out there.  Sometimes I think we have magnets that pull us to the same space.  Then I remember that the first auto accident happened in a town with only two cars. 
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Obstructions and Bad Drivers

Pity the poor leads in Tango.  If they had the floor to themselves, if the music was perfect, and the partner willing, they would dance their partner.  If the partner is not so willing, capable but not so willing, they would dance the music.  And when the floor is crowded, so unpredictable that there is constant risk to the partner, no place to dance to, and no time to plan; then they have to dance the floor.  To hold a beloved partner in your arms, to have good music, and to have no safe space to dance in; it is almost the definition of misery.

I need to restate the simple baseline understandings about dancing and making room for other dancers on a tango dance floor.  At a dance, or even a practica (practice session), the basic rule is that the dancers move around the floor in a counter-clockwise direction.  It is like a lane of automobile traffic.  The outside three or four feet (a meter) of the room forms the traffic lane.  All the “cars” (couples) in the lane stay one behind the other.  Cars seldom pass each other.  They do so only when the car in front stops too long, and they do so on the inside (left-side).  The outside (right-side) is a wall, usually of tables or chairs.

This “Ronda” of dancers is like cars on an expressway in heavy traffic.  Everyone hates to stop in one place for long.  No one is supposed to let a large space open up in front of them.

There is a little confusion where any space opens up along the outside wall of the dance floor.  Couples will make an excursion into the corner space or spaces between tables, to do a few flourishes that do not fit in the regular lane.  This looks odd, until you realize that the couple behind them does not think the couple making the excursion has lost its place in the lane.  The excursion is an understood opportunity.

Courtesy says you do not enter the outside lane of dance unless you are both able and willing to follow its conventions.  On some dance floors this courtesy is a rule, by which I mean the regular leads will take it upon themselves to intimidate visitors who do not follow the flow.

Sometimes this intimidation is meant to keep the visitors from dancing with the local follows, as much as it is to inform the visitor of the proper form.  This can be true in crowded floors, particularly in larger cities in Europe and the US.  It can also be true on almost empty floors, in places where “Latin” temperament allows intimidation of male “competitors.”

Otherwise, in most venues, no one will speak to you, or even bump into you if you mess up the outer line of dance.  But they will be bothered by your discourtesy.  Once is a mistake.  Three times is a pattern and you will be known as a problem.  In your own community, you will be thought of as one of the local “hazards.”  Some leads will stop giving you space and stand up to your moves, allowing collisions.  Some follows will prefer not to dance with you.  The outer lane is where people are fussy.  You should have the skill and attention to use it properly.  This is even true when it is nearly empty.  Dancers on other parts of the floor will avoid it, and dancers in the lane will mostly stay in it.  Dancers entering the floor will pass into or through it only in traffic gaps, or when allowed by a nod and a smile from someone in the lane.

The next lane is almost always exists, also.  The rules are not so strict.  But even when it is only partly full, it is thought to be “there.”  That means dancers in the outer lane know that people from the second lane are only dancing in their line, not in-or-out or sideways.  The outer lane is not “threatened” by dancers very close in the second lane.  They are expected to stay in their lane.  Outer lane dancers who find they have to pass an obstructing couple have the fullest responsibility to pass using spaces in the second lane, not by disrupting it.

There is seldom a third lane of traffic, in practice or even in the minds of the people in the second lane.  The middle of the floor is for beginners and people fooling around.  Even then, it flows, forward mostly, in the same direction as the lanes.  But people cut across, and into any open space.  They get into more collisions, and more collision avoidance maneuvers.  And they do not worry about it as much

If the floor is even a little crowded, it takes between two and four couples not following the conventions to make dancing difficult for the whole floor.  Here are the more common forms of obstruction.  Making fun aside, don’t be one:

FIRE PLUGS -- Some leads dance for a long time in one space.  That is only slightly obstructive if the space they choose is in the middle of the floor.  But it brings the entire ring of dancers to a halt, if that space is in one of the lines of dance.  Everyone piles up behind them.  On top of that, couples start to dodge unpredictably into the next line of dance, or the middle section, to get around them.  Fire plugs are still obstructions even if they move a little bit, or even if they sporadically move half the dance floor, as it waits in front of them.  Strangely enough, most fire plugs are fairly advanced dancers.  It takes some skill to choreograph a lot of music without causing some forward motion.  But they seem to have missed out on how slow they make things for everyone else.  After all, no one around them is moving, either!  We have one fire plug where I dance, who happens to be one of the gentlest, nicest, and most considerate people in the community, and a famously sweet lead to boot.  But he is a premier traffic obstruction at the milonga

SAND IN THE GEARS – The absolute worst effect can be had by someone who dances between the first and second line of dance.  This messes up the flow in both, and it blocks movements to flow around him.  I believe some such cases are people who cannot dance accurately enough to dance close to the tables in the first line of dance and believe that the position they have taken is itself the proper first line of dance.  He is not observing the rest of the floor, which will have established a clear line of dancers inside of him.  The more frequent case is someone who finds the small space between the lines of dance convenient for dancing his own pace of forward motion.  He is oblivious to the disruption to the rest of the dance floor he is creating.  Such self-importance is not limited to ignorant beginners.  One such I know is an Argentine by birth, albeit of not of Latin extraction.  When he bumps into you, your partner is likely to say, “oh, its Xxx.”  All know about him.

ELEPHANTS – For very good reasons, overly large dancers tend to partner up on the tango floor.  Large couples take up a lot of space and move differently, particularly if they are beginners dancing open embrace.  Elephants are a source of fear because if they step on you, you may never dance again.  So people give them a wider clearance space than usual.  Experienced elephants, and I know one particularly pleasant couple, seem to take up no more space than anyone else and do not seem a risk.  Because they are taller, they can see other traffic well and are perhaps even less in risk of collisions.

NUEVOS – In most cities where there are enough dancers, those who dance nuevo tango style dance different places or different times than those who dance milonguero or salon tango.  Most nuevos are of an age to be “before kids.”  Most milongueros are “after kids.”  (People with kids rarely have enough time to tango.)  Age as well as style separates these two kinds of dancers.  There is a good reason to separate them.  The milonguero style was developed for crowded floors and small spaces.  When it opens up, it still either moves in a tight line, or dwells in a space of just over a square yard.  The nuevo style is more open and involves many more big moves, such as high-and-wide kicks.  Standing in one place, a nuevo couple needs at least twice the linear dimensions, about an 8 foot square, to dance and not clip anyone.  Some extra is needed because the kicks tend to be fast as well as high, so the cost of an accident is higher.  And neuvos tend to stay in one place; they have lots of circular moves and their social conventions are closer to dance floors like Salsa, where you stake out your space and stay there.  A few adapt to the line of dance, but most go to the middle of the floor when a line of dance is apparent.  This is good.  Neuvos seem to be able to predict each other’s moves, but not linear moves.  And traditional tangueros seem to be able to predict their own moves, but cannot tell when a nuevo is about to do to a big move.  So they have to give each other a wider-than-usual berth.

In my town it used to be that the nuevos showed up late.  After a little while of mixing the styles of dancing, the traditionalists went home.  They were about to anyway.  I liked the arrangement.  Everyone was kind and it seemed like a cooperative handing over of the torch.  The traditionalists were treated and maybe tempted by some flashier moves.  And the nuevos observed couples emphasizing expression and musicality.  However, we now have a larger community than before, and the two groups are drifting to their own places.  There is even one nuevo teacher who runs a milonga that has become completely traditional, because it starts earlier in the evening.  She seems happy.

IMPRESSARIOS -- Many of the difficult moments in floorcraft are caused by intermediate leads showing off the new steps to their follows.  In this case it is all they can do to execute the step.  In fact you often see them pausing to let the follow figure out what to do.  The difficulty is, these leads have no attention left for other dancers on the floor.  They seem to feel that if they are doing a combination right, they are doing tango properly and the other couples on the floor can take care of themselves.  Except they are not doing the combination right if it is not staying in the lane of dance and avoiding collisions with other couples.  One of the driving reasons tango is improvisational one step at a time is that you cannot know what next step to take until you see what direction your follow has ended up going, and what spaces are opening up on the dance floor.  Combinations of steps taught in class are exercises in possibilities.  They are not conventions your follow knows, nor are other couples obliged to give you the space to complete them.  Other dancers recognize those trying to impress their partners by their fixed, head-down focus.  Their eyes are not scanning the floor for space.  Some combinations taught in class will never be done short of an exhibition.  I recall one that lasted eight steps and started by falling backwards irretrievably, two steps into the blind spot.

BACKWARDS -- It is not true that tango never takes a step backwards—that is to say against the line of dance.  It is not true in Buenos Aires, it is not true with Argentine dancers, it is not true with experienced dancers.  It just is not true.  What is true is that steps back against the line of dance are completely the responsibility of the stepper.  He must be sure than the couple behind him is not about to use the space.  That means either the space is open some steps behind him and he knows it, or he is taking a small step back into a space just vacated on the previous step.  The space a half-step behind a lead is mostly his space to use.  Otherwise he could never lead a molinete, which puts the follow into that space as he makes the pivoting center.  And by “a half-step behind” I mean both the space of half-a-step to the back and also the space occupied a half a step ago.  Many entrance steps to a molinete take advantage of this by being a step forward, so the circling follow is stepping into space just vacated.  Aside from the half-step behind, there is no mercy and no excuse for a lead who moves backwards and has a collision.  He is abjectly at fault.  Once is a mistake.  It might be forgiven.  Twice is a character flaw.

OWN THE FLOOR – Teachers and anyone who is famous in the local tango community will find that lesser couples give them extra space on the dance floor.  Some teachers use it.  I know one who actually does own the dance floor.  He dances large and strong and somewhat nuevo and he dances wherever he wants.  He gets his space.  Off the floor, he is the most considerate of hosts.  At the same milonga is another teaching couple.  They, amazingly, dance brilliant nuevo tango staying in and moving with the outer line of dance, which is mostly traditionalists.  This couple disaccommodates absolutely nobody.  They have the skill, and use it.

DANCE NAZIS – Some dance floors, some DJs, and some teachers are adamant about line of dance rules.  That is, they display religious fervor about everyone following the rules: no lane changes, no dancing in the middle of the floor.  One place had tables and yellow police tape up in the middle of the floor, to prevent its use.  The line of dance works well and beautifully if everyone stays in it and keeps moving.  However, it only takes one fireplug or one prolonged conversation in place to ruin it.  So what do you do then?  I think you forgive and forget.  You work around, and you allow for deviations.  Line of dance discipline is an ideal.  Reality has to deal with people who lack the skill, or just plain make mistakes.  Also, reality is that floors are not always crowded and it is fun to use space when you have it.  Further, it is good to have a place in the middle for beginners and those wanting to horse around.  The idea that no one should come to a milonga until they are good enough to obey the line of dance seems a bit snobby to me.  A milonga only for perfect people would be lightly attended.  And possibly not by the most interesting partners.
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Enrichments

Protective Circle

The embrace forms a protective circle around the woman, holding her ever so lightly.  Protecting, comforting, cherishing her.  It creates a desire in her to stay in the center.  She refuses to tilt or bend.  She moves quickly everywhere the circle moves, so that it surrounds her always evenly.  The touch is delicate, but the effect during a tanda of movement is more sensual than when chests are pressed together.  She knows her partner’s body better.  Her thought moves to his chest, his arms, his legs, his cheek, his breath.  And she is unashamed that the movement of her ribs as she breathes, the balance of her foot as she steps, and the tightening of her hips as she balances are equally available to him.  Sex can be embarrassing.  Tango’s sensuality is enthralling.

 [Return to Enrichments in Table of Contents]
A Good Evening

I am beginning to think that going to a milonga or practica from a follow's point of view is a little like fishing for trout.  You never know whether you will catch one at all, let alone a good one.  And one fine tanda counts as a keeper.  It becomes clear that one or two fine tandas is what it takes to "make" an evening.  Hence the occasional comment "I can go home now."  It means, I got what I came for.  I am assured this is not an opportunity to offer her a lift.  Although you may be closer to it than anyone else in the room.

The lead's version of this is slightly different.  Ideally, we get to sit back over a glass of wine, view the attendance, and absorb the music.  Then when the right music plays for just the right woman, we stroll over and try a dance.  Too often, she is already dancing with someone else.  Sometimes, you take her in your arms and sense she has had a tough day and it will take at least a song to just let her relax.  Sometimes the timing isn’t mutual in spite of your thoughtful calculations.  But with a known partner you establish a pattern of trust and experience, and it has a good chance of being a trout.

At the other extreme, I am told, the follow’s prayer is “please don’t hurt me.”  If the follow engages you in extended conversation during the breaks between songs, either you are a brilliant conversationalist, or you need to take some private lessons to smooth out your leading skills.  And if she grabs you and stands ready to dance on the first note, either your idle chatter is dead boring, or she doesn’t want to waste a moment of dance with you.  Likely it is becoming a “good evening.”
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Magic Tangos

Mythology says there is something called a “magic tango.”  Everything works better than real life.  Good enough to make you weep with joy just to remember it.  Taking the embrace feels balanced and special.  From the first steps your movements are matched.  You cannot hold back early, even though you know you should start with only walking, the cross, and back ochos.  The music is perfect.  The partner is thrilling.  Navigation works.  Choreography flows.  Steps are invented on the fly.  The follow seems to know what the lead is going to do before he does.  The lead seems to know what the music is going to do before it does.  Pauses are perfect.  Pivots are right on axis.  Turns flow.  Colgadas balance.  Steps are longer, stronger, softer, and more delicate when they need to be long, strong, soft, and delicate.  You almost feel dizzy.  “It as a close to flying as I’ve ever been.”  “It’s like falling in love.”  It’s accurate, precious, sensual, sweeping, and sweet.  In short, you cannot describe it.

Magic tangos are rare.  One a year is good.  I suspect they don’t happen to the same degree for advanced dancers.  They have to take you by surprise.  They also are more likely with new partners, and possibly less likely with long-time lovers who are partners.  Tango is about unrequited love.  Love that is fully and regularly requited does not have the same edge.  The risk of make-believe helps.

Never mind about rarity.  Psychologists tell us strong, infrequent rewards are more addictive than common ones.  And you get a taste of the “magic tango” feeling every time a string of steps “just flows right.”  The magic tango just continues that string longer and longer.  And every step longer makes it all the more improbable, and all the more magic.  So you know it exists.  And it may happen.  Any time.  Any night.
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Cinderella and the Magic Tango

We all know the story about Cinderella.  She was the housemaid who a fairy godmother outfitted and sent to the ball.  She danced with the Prince.  They fell in love.  She left at midnight.  He did not remember what she looked like, but used one of her dance shoes to track her down.  They lived happily ever after.

I think Mr. Anderson missed a few points in telling this tale.  The whole story hangs together a lot better if you understand about tango.

First, the only dance good enough to inspire lifetime commitments in princes is the tango.  Specifically the famous “magic tango.”  That is to say, that one amazing tanda, often with a complete stranger, where everything goes more right than you can say or believe.  Right dancewise, musically, emotionally, and in the connection.  Magic tangos are rare; they are even more rare for really experienced dancers.  But they are well talked about.  Everybody knows what they mean.  If you dance a magic tango with a woman, you think you know her.  And you will dance with her every chance you get for the rest of your life.  And she with you.  Not infrequently, you do not know her name.  Tango invitations and communications are without speech.  There is something about a good tango that makes you want to not break the mood with words.  You may not even have a common spoken language.

Second, the woman’s shoes in tango are a big thing.  Women obsess about the right shoes.  Good tango shoes are exotic, often coming in distinctive colors, with flash and glitter.  Apparently Cinderella’s were green.  (The “glass” slipper is already known to be a bad translation of “green.”)  I suspect they were not only green, but one of those glittering tropical-parrot greens you would not see in any other venue.  In any case, it is most cogent that Mr. Charming recognized Cinderella’s slipper, but not her face.  A tango lead looking for an experienced follow will look at her shoes.  Good tango shoes are expensive and not easy to get.  They usually mean the woman wearing them has been dancing some time and knows how to be a good partner.  So a lead looks first at a woman’s shoes; less so at her face.  In fact after inviting the dance and taking the embrace, he does not see her face at all.  The tango embrace is cheek-to-cheek.  Plus, and I know this from experience, not all milongueros have 20:20 vision.  They often see well enough without their glasses to dance, to distinguish among fancy shoes, but not to perceive details of physiognomy.

Third, midnight is late for most dances.  But it represents a fairly early departure time, for tango.

So with these three little facts of tango, we see that the Cinderella story is much more believable.  In fact, almost every distinctive characteristic of tango is included in the story.  The only thing left to explain is how and where the fairy godmother learned so much about tango.  But even that has some reason to it.  Several of my “younger” tango partners have turned out to be older women in exceptionally good shape.  (See note on 20:20 vision, above.)

I don’t say for certain that Cinderella was a sweet follow.  I give you the evidence, and leave it up to you to decide.
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A Clean Lead, and Follow

Tango is a conversation.  As in a verbal conversation, a lot of little things go into having a clear understanding of what is meant and being said.  We learn to talk after lots of practice.  Tango is a foreign language and it takes time to learn to talk comfortably.  It is a second language for all of us, so we all speak it with our own imperfect accent.  So some of a good tango conversation is being a good listener.  I will try to say something useful about both.

A clean step involves at least four basic things.  Posture is good.  The lead is from the chest or slightly lower.  The lead is anticipated before the actual move.  And the lead adapts to its response.

Good posture is like good pronunciation.  It means the leading move is simple and stands out from a background of balance and grounding.  There is a baseline position.  Even small deviations from that baseline have meaning.  No extra rebalancing distracts from the moving.  It means your embrace is good.  It helps if it is a light embrace most of the time.  It also means your body is relaxed.  It is toned and lifted in good posture, but overall it is not tight.  Muscles tightening will mean something—will be part of leading the next step.  And good posture leads to good listening.  A lead can sense his follow’s foot position and her balance minutely.  And a follow can sense the lead’s chest as it wills with the smallest displacements the coming step.

Good posture is just as important for the follow, for the same reasons.  The lead needs to sense the follow’s balance, which foot she is on, and whether she is neutrally poised or making a move.  He can only do this if she is balanced, grounded, and relaxed but attentive.  She can listen better when his posture is good.  He can listen better when her posture is good.

Mechanically speaking good posture starts with an upright torso.  Tango is danced upright all the time.  The torso twists, shoulders against hips, in the signature tango look, but shoulders are trying to be right above the hips.  The chest is slightly lifted, as if filled with a half a lungful of air.  There may be a slight arch in the lower back, pushing the solar plexus and chest slightly forward for the embrace.  Not much, just a small presentation, like a pigeon’s chest.  The shoulder’s are down and relaxed, and the shoulder blades are scooped down.  The elbows are pointed down in the embrace, not upwards, outwards, or back.  So far the posture is a bit military or at least lifted, compared to normal standing.  However, the idea of being grounded means the legs are not straight.  Knees are slightly flexed, except when reaching into a step.  Weight is mostly on the ball of the foot, and the toes are grabbing at the ground, inside their shoes.  Overall, this posture needs to be such a habit that it is not the exercise of certain muscles, but just a feeling of being in dance mode.  In this way no unnecessary muscles are tensed.  The only muscles that are working are the secondary ones putting the joints into position, the lower torso making a lift for the chest, and a small amount of gripping in the toes and thighs as part of the grounding.

All these mechanics can be practiced walking or even sitting in daily life, so that they can be assumed naturally when it comes time to dance.  Good posture is key to clean leading.  Good posture is key to lively following.  Good posture creates the background stillness that will give the smallest gesture meaning.  Meaning is at first the steps led and taken.  Meaning later gives the phrasing, feeling, communication, and interpretation that is the private secret of each good partnership.  The very start of the dance establishes this good posture; it happens as the man takes the woman and she goes gently into the embrace.

So there the two of you are, with perfect posture, completely and simply still as only dancers can be.  Now the lead must invite movement to the music.  He does so by displacing the follow’s balance ever so slightly.  While still standing on his unmoved feet, he grips a little more with his toes and moves his torso forward a mere fraction of an inch.  He moves his solar plexus and his chest evenly into the follow’s.  She is moved backwards that fraction of an inch.  Instinctively, she will reach back with the thigh of the unweighted leg.  This will move her torso forward, somewhat resisting the move.  Now the lead knows she is with it.  It is the beginning of the desired step.

If the lead lowers his weight by bending his knee a bit, he will find she has reached out farther.  If not, she has begun only a small step.  In either case at this point he has made the “mark,” which is to say he has bluffed her into beginning the step without him stepping at all.  This becomes important later, when he chooses to lead her step one way, but make his own another.

If the lead wants the step to be anything but straight back, he has two choices.  He can twist the follow to point her, before he displaces.  This means he will move his chest around her so she pivots around the ball of her standing foot, without loosing her balance.  If it is a small move, the twist will express itself in the hip.  The foot will stick in the floor.  If it is a big move, the follow will eventually pivot on the ball of her foot.  The displacement that begins the step then follows the twist.  Alternatively, he can keep her chest untwisted and move it in the direction of the step, if not straight back then to the side, or even diagonally.

When the move is directly to the side, he uses his embrace to give her the little push to the side that marks the step.  That is, the strength and the energy to begin the move comes from him, in a small way.  It feels a little different from a straight-backwards move because the arms tighten by the merest fraction to keep her chest on his during the sideways displacement.

When you see a follow reaching out with her foot, then coming back to collect, then reaching out again, that is the lead hinting at a sideways move, returning to perfect balance, and hinting again.  Ditto for backwards gestures.  You watching do not see any lead, but those little decorative gesture steps are led at the chest by invisible displacements.  Or maybe just pre-displacement muscle tightenings.  When moving in one direction, one unit of invisible displacement causes the mark, a second invisible unit begins the stepping.  And only now do you see the bodies move and the lead slide his foot into the step.

A clean lead means being able to make these small movements of the chest from a starting point of prefect balance, moving cleanly, simply, and relaxed.  A clean follow means being able to sense these small movements and make the reaching move, without disturbing the embrace in the least.

I have this idea.  You know the folk-dance tradition of a woman dancing with a bottle of wine balanced on her head.  (In China, it is a stack of bowls.)  I imagine the perfect tango can be done the same—so balanced the wine bottle never spills.  You cannot do this if your neck muscles tense.  You have to do this with posture and balance in the movements.  Only with tango we make it not one person but two people, moving as one.  So not only does the wine bottle not spill, but the embrace is such that an egg nestled between the woman’s breasts and the man’s chest does not break.  OK, put the eggs and wine away.  Just imagine it.

The lead has to know what he is about to do before the end of the previous step.  The small marking of the step, and the twisting that may happen to aim the step, happen in anticipation of the step itself.  Anticipation is sometimes called the “prelead.”  It is seldom something done consciously.  It happens because in your mind you are thinking about making the next step.  Your body will naturally bias the landing of the previous step, and the passing through the collected position, for the coming step.  So I am using the word anticipate.  It means the thought.  I am not saying prelead, because it means a conscious motion.

This seems to be one big secret no one ever tells beginning leads.  If you do not have in mind what you are about to do in the next step, you will not be able to make a clean lead of it.  At the start, you have the next step memorized from the teacher giving the combination.  When dancing, you will have it in mind based on what you feel like doing next, or based on the way your follow is stepping (which may be different from what you thought you led), or based on that idiot who just danced into the space you were about to use.  Unfortunately, beginning leads have beginning follows, which means that each step has to be lead from beginning to middle to end.  A lead doing this has little focus left over for thinking ahead to the next step.  He mostly just hopes he will figure it out when he gets there.  Advanced leads with advanced follows find the follow has taken over the intention of each step and is on the way to completing it for the both of you.  Advanced leads find themselves free to prepare their minds for the next step.  So do beginning leads, when they have advanced follows.  Beginning leads also have this help in class, where the follow has been taught the step too and can help complete it.

Follows do not anticipate the next step; they allow it to be anticipated.  That means they are trying to reestablish a collected and balanced conclusion to the current step, so that any motion beyond that is the beginning of the next step.  For beginners, the focus is on always getting to that magic collected point, ready to go anywhere.  Trying to get collected helps finish the previous step, at which point the follow becomes an advanced follow.  A beginning follow learning combinations in class can be a simulated advanced follow.  She finishes each step, but does not anticipate the next.

Perhaps the hardest thing for follows to sense from a lead is a weight-shift.  Moving the weight from the landing leg to the other leg can happen during the collection moment, sometimes.  It is led by a slight release or setting down, which is following a slight lift that set it up.  There may be a small displacement of the torso toward the new standing leg, but it is too small to be clear on its own.

For the first two years of tango, there are few weight changes, and they are in a couple of standard places in the dance.  The lead himself is trying to do hidden weight changes quite often, as he shifts between parallel and cross-foot systems.  Learning to be a good listener means learning to ignore your lead when he mis-pronounces a hidden weight change, by not quite hiding it.  It is like listening to a foreign speaker.  You help him by translating his characteristic accent.  As you learn your partner through a tanda, you get better.  When you get really good, you will be able to detect not only intended weight changes, but even that most difficult thing, a half-weight set up, which will be intended to put you evenly on both feet.

The final secret to being thought to be a “clear lead” is following the step that the follow took, not the one you tried to lead.  When the follow does not do what you intended, she is doing what she thought you intended.  (We ignore more advanced participation where the follow will sometimes grab the lead.)  The best thing to do is finish the step she took.  Make it look as if it were the step you led.  Better yet, make her feel as if it were the step you led.  You will shortly get a reputation of never giving a mis-lead.  Your reputation beyond the current partner is not important.  Her trust during this tanda is important.  So be a clear lead.  Follow what you get.  Sometimes you misled her.  Sometimes you gave a lead that could go either way, leaving the choice up to her or up to the momentum of the moment.  Sometimes she had a fixed idea different from yours.  There are good reasons why she might take a step different from your plan.  Follow her.

The secret to being a clear follow, and getting clear leads, is never being in doubt about what step you are taking.  You may be in doubt about what step was led.  But take whatever step you take clearly and definitely.  That way the lead can follow your step and press on to the next note in the music.  No one will be the wiser.  And after all, dance is not about wisdom.  Or being right.  It is about joy.
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Musicality

In terms familiar to performance dance professionals, tango is “contact improv.”  The contact part is obvious; the partners are using each other to balance.  The improvisational part means the choreography is not planned ahead of time.  It is made up on the spot in response to the music, floor space, and dancers’ mood.

In a way, tango dancing is like jazz.  The dancers do not dance “on the music”; they dance with the music.  They do not match the music, they are another line in the music.  They are like a player in jazz.  They interact with the other players, sometimes matching them, sometimes following them, sometimes even leading them.  One teacher described it as “like a bird in a tree, flying through the branches and landing from branch to branch.”  Movement on the music is marching.  Movement to the music is dancing.

In this sense, the tango dancer’s musicality is both in the details of timing, and in the larger movements.  Sometimes the music swirls, and sometimes the dancers turn.  They can turn after they hear the swirl, they can turn as the music swirls, and sometimes they can turn before the swirl in the music, anticipating and leading it.  You know you are having a good night when you feel compelled to turn and find you have anticipated the music.  Maybe you know it by heart.  But just maybe you are in tune with the musicians.  

The swirl illustrates the idea of larger moves.  More often the quality of tango comes from the phrasing—the internal timing of individual steps.  Tango dancers are often late on the beat.  How late and when is part of their phrasing.  They also stretch or accelerate parts of individual steps, which pacing is called “cadenza” when it is admired.  These phrasings often respond to the violin in the orchestra, because the violin most often gets the melody or variations.

Smaller timing is illustrated by the expressive walking.  A four-beat walk can go medium-long&sideways-medium-long&late.  Parts of each simple step can be adjusted to play with the music.  For example the pre-lead might be on time, but the beginning of stepping movement held off for an excruciatingly long moment, before taking the step.  Or the step can be strung out so it is slow and ends late.  This can be combined with a lilt, or a rocking motion, or a slow rotation.  The three parts of the step (the mark or pre-lead, the step, and the collection) can have similar weights, or they each can be short or long, changing the expression.  On top of this the head, neck, and shoulders can be moving or the body lifting as an additional styling.  Most smaller expressiveness is only appreciated by the couple itself.  It is invisible to outside observers.  But it can inspire sighs for the intimate drama of simple movement, from the partners themselves.

Classes try to teach musicality.  The best of these do no more than experiment with different rhythms and practice the insertion of pauses or double-time steps.  You can open people’s minds to more variation in the timing of tango steps, but it is almost impossible to teach a sense of timing.  Each lead develops his own.  Some struggle just to be in time with the music at all.  Some will play with the music and move around in the timing, naturally.

Tango orchestras do not contain percussion instruments (unless you count the piano), because the beat itself is not emphasized.  The signature bandonian usually carries the rhythm of a tango, and therefore is seldom the inspiration for improvisation by the dancers.  It is true that some tangos, particularly modern ones, are insistently rhythmic.  Some so much so that it becomes difficult to discuss any other musical line.  However, for a social dance, tango is singularly melodic, providing little support for the rhythmically impaired.

Tango dancers also vary how they relate to the basic rhythm.  Sometimes they are dancing 2 for 1 (“traspie”), 1 for 2 (slowly), or even 2 for 3 (“contra piano”).  In this they can be on their own, or perhaps in agreement with one of the musicians in the orchestra.  Teachers trying to teach musicality emphasize these possibilities.  You may gain permission to be musical from these exercises, but musicality itself is difficult to teach.

For those without musical training, musicality in tango can be though of as “expression.”  I helped one young man watch his first social tango dancing the other day.  His immediate reaction was that there was not much going on, but it was so “emotional.”  I suspect if he takes up tango, his will be quite musical.  At the same time, classically trained musicians do not automatically become great tango dancers.  Jazz musicians may have a better chance.

While many leads benefit from one musicality class, class benefits for follows are less obvious.  A follow’s job is mostly to go with and enjoy the lead’s timing.  True, an advanced follow contributes to timing by how she chooses to land each step, but the approximate timing is implied by the lead.  Also true, a good follow can put a lead with a poor sense of timing back on the beat.  Finally, the follow can steal the lead and take over the timing, if the partnership is good and the lead is attentive to her wishes.  But largely, once the follow accepts that tango can pause, can be late on the beat, and can quick-time steps, all she has to do is stay open to this dimension of the choreography.  The other thing that helps is to make the lead know she enjoys it.

As for the small stuff, the timing within each step and the expressiveness around it, this does not seem to be taught in any classes at all.  It is developed personally, by each lead and follow.
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Soul

I would like to debunk a common mythology about Argentine tango.  Most of the younger professional Argentine dancers are highly skilled in dance.  They have alignment, strength, balance, pace, grace, flexibility, accuracy, and speed.  However most of the older Argentine dancers have practiced only social dance.  They have never benefited from the physical training, exercise, or discipline that extend the range and enable the subtleties we expect from current dancers.  And they are often fat.  Those who cannot dance well emphasize the emotional parts of tango.  (Truth in writing: I have to include myself solidly in this.)  Argentines, particularly older Argentines, will natter on about the connection to their partners and the music.  But if you watch them, they are not leading or following each other closely, and their association with the music is as much like irrelevance as collaboration.  As near as I can tell, they are faking it.

So you will see two kinds of Argentines teaching tango, and performing the obligatory demonstration dances at milongas.  Young, athletic ones who depart widely from social tango, but move with strength and drama.  And older ones who you would instantly classify as “permanent intermediate” dancers, if you had not just heard the worshipful hype from the sponsor who just introduced them.  Many of these older dancers have dropped into parodies of their own, younger selves.  They have become comic, or tragic, depending on how you take them.  Just do not take them too seriously.

Having said that, tango is a personal dance.  Something is lost in a partner who can take up with a total stranger and execute neat steps within the first beats of the tanda.  You can pay attention to the steps.  You can pay attention to the courtesies.  You can pay attention to the manners and mannerisms of the higher-class tango world.  But if you are not paying attention to your partner, and this goes for the women as well as the men, you are just dancing.  You are not doing tango.

That is MY bullshit line.  To go with the lines of the fabled Argentines who travel the world and teach the mystique of tango, when they can no longer dance it.  Yes I believe it.  But I also believe that dance is a skill that has to be earned with training, focus, and repetition.  You have to have something to give your partner, beyond goodwill.
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Alternative Music

People seem surprised that I like to dance with alternative tango music.  I should explain.  I dance the old-fashioned milonguero style of tango.  I am old myself.  And alternative tango music is new music not from the golden age of tango.  It is newer, younger, popular music, and usually danced in open styles.  The music at a traditional milonga is tango dance orchestras from the 1920s through the 1950s.  But I have tried, myself at home, to tango to Swan Lake, ragtime piano, Middle Eastern, 1920s Chinese, jazz, and jug band music.  (Tell me this isn’t a tango lyric: “You dog me round and beat me, tease me and mistreat me, still I’m gonna stick around / You low-down alligator, watch me sooner-later, gonna catch you with your britches down.”)  Amazing stuff works, even in close embrace.

Not all these attempts were unqualified successes.  They all stood a chance because they had the pace and the style of a tango dance.  But the top 200 classic tangos you hear all the time have survived from over 2000 recordings made especially for tango dancing.  Even then nine out of ten are deservedly neglected.  Similarly, finding good alternative music takes a lot of trying and a lot of rejects.

The point is, if you don’t try, you don’t find new music.  Tango is an art.  And art needs to evolve.  Sure, each time you dance to “A Media Luz” you change the choreography.  Tango dancing is like jazz: you are weaving your part through the tunes of the orchestra.  And like jazz, you await the 101st cover of “Bye Bye Blackbird” with joy.  But it will good to have new reliably danceable tunes.  And even new tango-danceable styles of tunes.

It is also good to dance to the unfamiliar.  Challenging, exhausting sometimes, but good.  You may not weave into unfamiliar music as well.  You may need to work harder and make more mistakes.  But it is worth it.  Every milonga should have at least one challenging set.  Perhaps not in the last hour, but definitely sometime.

On the other hand, not all music is suited for tango.  Rhythm driving so hard that you cannot dance away from it is not tango.  Aggressive tone or lyrics are not tango.  Very possibly the songs dear to you from your teenage years are not tango.  Milonga tandas aside, a lot of music good for other kinds of dance are never going to make it to “reliably good” for tango.

At its best, alternative tango music is a constant search to add to the classic repertoire.  Better still, new tunes stretch our dance.  But the search involves more failures than successes.  And you can stretch too long or too often.  So a lot of the bad reputation alternative music has comes from long nights of songs that are each of them hard to choreograph tango to, and many of them not good enough to keep.  My first idea would be to avoid tunes that are not suited in rhythm or attitude to tango.  My second idea would be to alternate alternative and traditional tandas.  But I would like to see every DJ sharing at least one tanda of favorite new discoveries each night.
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Alternative Partners

Tango is an intimate social dance.  Gay, lesbian, and bi-sexual people (GLB) have as much desire to dance, to be social, and to be intimate as the favored majority of heterosexuals.  The only problem here is that it is easy when everyone is heterosexual to tell who might want to dance with you and who not.  It is embarrassing when you cannot tell.  And you should not be mistaken into unwanted intimacy.  So some milongas that are called “alternative milongas” are for the GLB community.  This will be sometimes true downtown in larger cities, but almost never true at tango festivals.  You can come and dance only with your known circle of traditionally-oriented partners.  You will be welcome.  But it is incumbent on you to minimize the embarrassment associated with mistaken gender orientation.  You should accept that people will make mistakes about you, and it will be your fault.  And you should avoid misleading people about your preferences.  It is the same way for GLB dancers when they come to a traditional milonga.  And they generally carry it off with grace and consideration.
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Buenos Aires

Most tango dancers make the pilgrimage to Buenos Aires.  A few go in their first year.  It turns out going to Buenos Aires no more makes you a great dancer than being born Argentine.  (Although my favorite compliment was from a partner who, on her return from a 2-week visit, said how very much my dancing had improved while she was gone.)  More go in their third year, after they have gained some ability and love.  This makes good sense to me.  The more you know, the more you will learn.

Myself, I am about to go there.  I have been writing these words as from one late beginner to another, earlier one.  Because advanced dancers have forgotten beginning.  I write what I feel about Buenos Aires before I go, it will not be colored by whatever happens to pilgrims after they get there.

First, I do not want to dance in Buenos Aires.  Whenever the dance floor is crowded and uncomfortable, people tell me that it is nothing--milongas in Buenos Aires are more crowded and more uncomfortable.  Why, I ask myself, would I go someplace where the dance conditions are those I avoid here at home?  So I do not think I will dance well there.

Whenever I do something people want me to do differently, they tell me it is not like it is done in Buenos Aires.  It seems odd to me that a living art can have a center that defines what is correct.  Why, I ask myself, would I go someplace where dance fashion is defined for me, instead of by me?  So I do not think I will be accepted there.  I think I have to accept their authority.  It might be good for me, but I don’t claim I am going to like it.

What I wear when I dance is not what is worn in Buenos Aires.  I have the wrong shirts, the wrong shoes, the wrong look.  And I am told it is important to fit in.  But maybe I am close enough.  What my partners wear is definitely not what is worn in Buenos Aires.  My partners favor drama, in fantasies of black and red.  Buenos Aires, I am told, now favors brighter colors.  Why would I go somewhere where the taste in women’s dress is so different from mine?  Particularly if it is less sexy.  For me, bring on the trash.

So I have trepidation about going to Buenos Aires.  But I go.  I go for four reasons.  One, people I know are going.  That is a good one.  Two, I expect to have a week of good teaching there.  Three, the city itself interests me.  Four, I can watch the locals dance.  I love watching people dance.  Maybe I will get a good dance or two with some of the other tourists.  I view Buenos Aires as one long, continuous, large, and variable tango festival.  A chance to have a good dance, and to be surrounded by people who like the dancing I like.  Most of the people like that who speak to me will be other tourists.  So be it.  I like to dance with them at home.  Why not there?

Perhaps I would do better to go to Portland for a week, and save the airfare and my inadequacy in archaic Spanish.  But I am off in two days.  I will try to tell you what it is like when I get back.  Holas, as they say.  Which, I am confidently told, does not mean “what the hell.”  Although it sounds like it.

Buenos Aires for Men

Buenos Aires is the wrong place to go if you are a male tango dancer.  Most intermediate leads I talked with were miserable there.  I was clinically depressed after 4 days, and the day of my return I could not bring myself to ask for a single dance at my favorite home milonga.

To make you feel easy, let us start by saying that the constraints I was told about are not true.  The dress code is highly variable, and precious few wear suit coats or ties.  The floors are crowded, but not worse than at an American tango festival.  People bump into each other all the time, and mostly do not worry about it.  Indeed, they bump a lot harder and worry a lot less than in the US.  Also Argentines step back against the line of dance a lot.  They jump in and out of the line of dance.  In short, they do all the things we have been told not to do.  And famous dancers, just like teachers in the US, dance crowded floors as if they were empty, counting on everyone to make space for them.  In my ignorance, I was run over, from behind on the blind side while dancing in place, by one of the famous.  These observations come not from one or two tourist milongas.  They come from hot spots, family milongas in the suburbs, afternoon milongas, and even uncrowded floors. 

Which brings up another point: not all floors and not all milongas are crowded.  Afternoon milongas can be very open, and early or late at the evening milongas can be have space.  Furthermore, when there is space, Argentines use it: they move far and fast, they do boleos, colgadas, and volcadas.  And not just the young tykes; that applies to senior “milongueros,” too.

The hard thing for a visiting lead is that nobody wants you.  There seem to be three tango communities in Buenos Aires.  First is senior couples and their families.  They dance with each other and have a cozy time eating, socializing, and dancing nice, simple milonguero tango.  Second is young singles, who have taken up tango because it is fashionable in Europe.  They tend to dance a conservative version of Nuevo tango while they flirt with each other and court.  And third is the substantial tourist community.  This entails visiting females prayed on by a host Argentine and temporary-resident males.

The older group is self contained and has no interest in extra people, even follows.  I was nearly mugged by a gorgeous follow I knew, who wasn’t getting dances at one.  The younger group is more fluid, but a transient is of little interest.  And the tourist women do not want you because they get better dances with the specialized locals.  There are no local follows who specialize in visiting leads.  Nor does joining a tango tour help.  Being one of 2 men in a group of 10 is not like being a cat in a creamery.  After the first day, the 8 women vastly prefer the trained taxi dancers to the 2 local learners, so you become unwelcome even in your own community.

The second hard thing is that you become disoriented.  You begin to doubt even the things you know you do right.  No matter how effective your partnering, it is different from the expectations of teachers and follows.  You end up correcting both things that are wrong and things that are merely different.  You loose track which corrections are fundamental and which are matters of style.  And you also loose track of whether you do anything right, because no matter what, no one wants to dance with you anyway.  It is ever so difficult to be a good lead when you have lost faith in yourself.  So it becomes the truth that you are not a desirable lead, even if you were one 2 days back when you left home.

Unfortunately, no one tells men to avoid going to Buenos Aires.  The follows all love the trip.  They learn a lot and get a lot of dances.  The businesses that cater to visitors all like the male extra customers and the savings from needing fewer taxi dancers.  And finally, it is poor form to say outright that the Buenos Aires tango was not fun.  It sounds like the sort of thing a bad dancer does to blame his incompetence on someone else.

It turns out there is a way for a lead to have a decent time in Buenos Aires, tangoing.  The daytime milongas (typically from 6pm to 10pm) are full of Argentine men and women with only modest skill levels.  The women are good follows, because following is 50% musicality and 40% embrace, and their culture gives them both.  An intermediate visiting lead is welcomed, appreciated, and enjoyed at these daylight milongas.  Furthermore, the spaces are more open, so the challenges of a crowded floor are reduced.  The clientele is generally older and more dowdy than you hoped, but a good time can be had on both sides.  You will, however, have to learn that the cabeceo--that is the invitation to dance--is different in Buenos Aires than it is in other places.  That is the topic of another discussion.

Cabeceo in Argentina

Two things distinguish the invitation to dance in Buenos Aires from similar customs as I have seen them in other parts of the world.  Argentines do use the invitation with their eyes—men and women look at each other, smile and nod, and rise to meet at the dance floor.  But the practice in Buenos Aires seems to be to ask many times, and feel no pain on being rejected.  The other difference is that the first half of the music in any song in a tanda is not danced to, so there is plenty of time to ask a partner, meet, and be ready to dance whenever there is a new song.

What I mean by asking many times is that men will repeatedly ask (with their eyes) the same woman, even after being turned down.  Whereas in the US, a man who is turned down will normally not bother the same women again during the same hour, milonga, or even month.  US women say they accept dances if they possibly can, because they realize if they turn them down, they will not be asked again.  Argentine women can turn down dances if they are not in the mood, or if they do not like the music.  They expect to be asked again.  Or if not, they will stare down their man until he responds.

Argentines do their socializing at the start of each song, with their dance partners.  If they are talking off the dance floor, they may not be looking for a dance.  Americans dance more, and socialize less, at a milonga.  They socialize off the dance floor.  Even then, American women are usually scanning for dance invitations while they chat, and will drop the chatting for dance.

These differences take some adjusting to for an American lead in Argentina.  You have to get over being turned down, and you have to persist.  You also have to be on the lookout for women who are inviting you, by looking directly at you.  Finally, women sitting along the dance floor will give looks to men dancing in the line of dance, which looks may promise interest in a future dance.

Another confusion in Argentina is that people use cabeceo at great distances.  This means there is frequent confusion about whom the look is meant for.  There is also general recognition that this is embarrassing.  Two noble solutions occur.  A follow who has confused a lead may speak for the next tanda, or give a good hard lookout for the next tanda.  Alternatively, a second follow may step in and rescue you if you have walked across the floor and been cut off by the real intended recipient of the look.  Nobility aside, it appears that you should not be worried about being turned down, or about a confusion of invitations.  Both happen so often as to be unremarkable.

Finally, women are advised to decline invitations, verbal or with eye contact, that are made “in their face.”  These are quite often from men whom no one of sense or taste would want to dance with.  Either they are inexperienced leads, or they are lascivious bastards.  And the tourist dance community is well supplied with the latter, who will take advantage of anyone weak, insecure, or willing enough to let them.  Like any advice, this should be adjusted, for instance if the inviting party is known to you, or resembles your favorite movie star.
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Coaching the Fundamentals
The Lean

In close-embrace tango, the partners appear to lean on each other chest-to-chest (or heart-to-heart).  It is difficult at first to find the feel of this lean.

The ideal body alignments for this lean can be imagined in the following way.  Stand straight up.  Now take some breath and curl back using only the upper back in the area of the rib cage.  You are now looking upwards a little bit, star-gazing.  Your chest feels slightly inflated.  Imagine tipping forward while holding that position until you are looking straight again. You are meeting your partner at the breastbone.  Your legs below the diaphragm are in a straight line, but that line leans forward.  If your partner were not there, your weight would be forward on the toes.  With a small pressure from your partner, you are on the balls of your feet.  You will be maintaining contact over a region from the diaphragm up to about heart level.  You are now in a good dance position.  Easier to do than describe.

This position means the lower spine is very nearly straight.  The straight lower spine allows the rotation between hips and shoulders that is the essence of tango movement.  As you get comfortable in this position, the lower back, hips, and legs will be toned but not tense.  You will be able to move freely—joyously, sensuously, or energetically as the moment speaks.  If you allow the lower back to contribute too much to the lean, your ass sticks out in a way that is neither attractive nor useful for movement.  And you will not swivel your hips as they should.
Separation of the partners’ feet from each other is achieved by mutual leaning, meeting at the breastbone.  A strong lean results in lots of space and a clear inverted “V” shape between the lower bodies below the waists.  The upper bodies are glued together and straight up, so it is more of an inverted “Y” than a “V”, but everyone calls it a “V.”  A mild lean allows only under foot’s length between the feet and does not feel or appear to be a lean at all.  This will be the normal position.  Just enough opening to prevent toes from tangling.

During the dance the lead will vary the lean, to allow movement.  Leads will step back or to the side with a little deception so that the follow takes a smaller step and space opens up while the lean increases.  Or the deception will be the other way—the lead implies a large step backwards for the follow then takes a shorter forward step himself.  Finally, in the case of Volcadas, the lead will take a large step to his back while the follow is not in a position to step at all.  The lead takes weight by drawing the follow’s chest with him, and the follow increases the lifted tone in her back, keeping the contact down to solar plexus.  This is the dramatic position you will use for your tango photographs.

Confusion reigns about how much pressure to feel in the lean of the embrace.  Beginning leads want more; it makes for a good contact that allows them to detect what the follow’s feet are doing.  Follows think they are “too heavy,” and are shy about giving enough force.  Further confusing the issue is that advanced dancers dance with barely a pound of pressure, but are able to maintain that constantly and detect leading moves and following steps.

New dancers do better with perhaps 3 pounds of pressure.  They hold it less accurately and they are less sensitive to small changes.  For beginning follows, the advice to step your foot out but let the lead “move” you over it seems to produce a useable amount of force in the embrace.  You may feel like you are holding the lead back a little at the start of the step.  Maybe you will be helping a little towards the end.  This is as it should be.  You may also fear it makes you seem too heavy, but in fact it does not.  Other advice that helps for some is to concentrate on maintaining an even pressure, and on moving smoothly.  This will distract you from anticipating the lead’s intentions and make you a more neutral follow, which is good.

Two techniques are used to help get the feel of the normal tango lean.  One is to dance with the arms stretched to the side.  Contact is only at the chest, and the lead is only a chest lead.  The other way to practice is with a paper cup placed at about the level of the solar plexus.  Dance without letting it drop.  Either approach forces the couple to develop a good, fluid contact.

Many follows are afraid of giving too much weight to their leads during a Volcada.  (If you don’t know what a Volcada is yet, don’t worry.  It is the one showy move you can do in close embrace, so you will see it soon enough.  Led right, it is quite easy and lots of fun.)  Fear of weighting down your partner comes from two misconceptions.  While it looks from the outside as if the follow lunges towards the lead, this is not the truth.  The follow does not volunteer any weight to the lead at all.  So no lunges, please.  The lead takes as much weight as he wants by pulling, lifting, and stepping away.  If the follow sags in her back too much, the weight will be down and he may be in trouble.  If the follow dives forward, the rescue requires real strength.  But otherwise, no follow gives too much weight, because the lead is taking only the weight he wants.  Which, by the way, is not as much as you think.  A lead can do quite large and sweeping Volcadas with tall and stately follows, no sweat.  The trick is all the pressure is backwards, none of it hanging down.

Two tricks for lead during any moves where you take extra weight on purpose.  First, if your arm position is high on the back and you lift gently upwards, you will prevent all but the worst sagging.  Second, if you take the Volcada somewhat onto the right side of your chest, you will be able to lean your right hip bone into the follow, should she sag too much towards you.  This will move the pressure lower on her body, and hold her with backwards force, instead of upwards force.  Obviously, these tricks are not needed for experienced dancers, but they are useful during the intermediate learning.

Back to normal dancing.  Some teachers teach a different “lean” than the one above.  They teach to arch the lower back at the pelvis.  They say this lets a line form during the backstep, from the head through the pelvis to the outstretched foot.  This may be true.  The rest of the time, you look like you are sticking your butt out.  You can choose to listen to these teachers if you like.  After all, none of us thinks our butt is big enough anyway.

Balance

The distinct difference between Argentine tango and most other forms of social dance is that the balance of the couple is just that—a mutual and shared balance.  It is not two people each independently balanced.  Nor is it the lead balancing the follow.  You balance each other, with most of the imbalances introduced by the lead to initiate motions.

The difference is this.  Imagine the typical theater-horse.  It is made up of one person with a horse-head costume, and one behind wearing the tail.  (I have done this part, so I know what I am talking about.  And I have heard already the comments about type-casting.)  With practice this theater-horse can take steps together that look pretty flashy, smooth and quick.  That is ballroom partnering.  Now imagine a real, live horse moving.  It looks different.  The front and back legs are counter-balancing each other all the time.  The balance is sometimes diagonal, sometimes side to side, sometimes forward and back.  Movements flow.  That is what tango partners are trying to achieve.
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Feet

The very best dancers use their feet like paws, acquiring the floor softly with the toes and the front of the foot fully flexible.  It takes about 6 years of serious training to get your feet that strong and that flexible.  The rest of us mortals use our feet like hooves.  We wear shoes with only a hinge-like flexibility in the arch, and our feet move nearly as a single solid object.  Even then, we should dance with the weight favoring the ball of the foot, and favoring the area on the side of the big toe.

Leads normally pay little attention to how they set their feet down.  Because they use their entire footprint on the floor, they have little trouble with becoming tired.  Those who use Latin shoes with taller, undercut heels are usually so advanced their feet have acquired the strength to endure the extra emphasis on taking weight on the ball of the foot.

There is one topic leads do discuss about using their feet.  Those who use turn out (toes pointed somewhat outside of straight ahead) will set their feet down with the outside of the foot at the toes touching first.  This can be elegant.  On the other hand, steps taken straight ahead will usually contact the floor at the heel first.  This can be strong and grounded.

Follows obsess about their feet and their shoes.  Here is why: a fully-trained follow dances on the balls of her feet all the time.  And not flat on the balls of her feet either, fully up on the leading edge of the ball, and somewhat emphasizing the area of the big toe.  In dance terms, she is on full demi-pointe, and she is winging her foot slightly, and she is flexing from that position to soften the entry and exit of each step, and for styling.  Watch the very best.  Their 4-inch heels only touch the floor at the start of the dance, while they are waiting for the music to begin, and at the end, when conversation returns and movement stops.  It helps to have large feet, flexible arches, toes that fold back, light body weight, and great strength.  Few can do this.  Fewer still have spent the years of regular training it takes to turn a normal hoof-like flat walking foot into this elegant spring-steel cat paw.

One point that holds many beginning follows back is the matter of turn-out.  An amazing number of tango moves become easier and more elegant when the leg is rotated outward at the top of the hip by as much as 30 degrees.  This is called turn out.  The effect down at the foot is to expose the inside of the heel a bit to the front, and move the arch a little across the centerline of the body, when walking.  It is not the same as turning out at down at the feet.  The hip and knee are turned out too.  Turn-out helps with balance and poise.  More turn out helps in anticipation of turns, as in ochos or molinetes.  Feet turned in almost always slow you down and get in the way.  It is also true that a turned out leg looks better than one facing straight, and a turned in leg looks awkward.
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Right Arm Position 

There are three positions for the lead’s right arm: high, medium, and low.  By far the most normal position is high.  That means with your palm on the back of the follow’s right shoulder, on the flat triangular bone called the scapula.  Some follows prefer a middle position, which is lower on the rib cage.  These follows tend to keep their own balance, independent of yours.  Either you need a dry shirt, or she is not so much a partner in the dance as an accompanist.  No one likes the low position, on the muscles of the lower back.

Having said this, your position will change depending not only on your follow’s apparent preference, but also on what you are doing.  Volcadas, and any other moves where you want to increase the leaning into you are best from the high position.  This is because the inward move should be accompanied by a lift.  Colgadas, and any other moves where you take weight in your arm to keep your partner from flying away from you, are better at a middle position or even lower.  This is because the hold is closer to their center of gravity and gives more holding-together force with less tipping-over force.  Finally, a light, transient touch low on the lower back signals your follow to cut the step short and keep it close, because something is directly behind her and you don’t want her to be hit.  If you touch her ass, it is either a rare mistake, or you need to take up some less gentlemanly form of dance, at some other venue.

The right arm hold should be fluid and flexible.  The proverbial “Italian hug” of a tango embrace is not created by force from your right arm.  It starts from the balls of the follow’s feet.  Having said that, there are times when some force does happen.  First, on spinning moves (colgadas) where centripetal force has to be overcome.  Second, with beginning follows, who can need help sensing the invitation of your shoulder lead.  This will be most common when you are stepping backwards, asking for a step forwards from your follow.  This is an extension of the idea that your arm is there to protect the follow from falling in the wrong direction.

Your right arm should hold the follow lightly.  At no time should your dance be confused with a wrestling match, nor should you have to hold your follow to you by strength.  You may choose to do so for a particularly uncooperative follow, but only if you have no plans to dance her ever again.  Should you, for reasons social or libidinous, wish to dance this partner a second time, she is likely to have other thoughts.

I confess to one outstanding violation of the ‘light arm’ rule in my own experience.  I once hugged my partner to my chest, lifted her off her feet, and pivoted a full 180 degrees before setting her down lightly.  This was all I could think of to do quickly to remove her from a big kicked boleo developing behind us.  I apologized as I set her down.  My partner, with her accustomed joy of dance, said “we are the only ones doing that step!”  You may do this once in your lifetime, and hope your partner has the same enviable aplomb.  If it happens twice, you need to reexamine your navigation skills.  The point is, anything is allowed, to protect your partner.  But normally, whatever right arm position you, your partner, or an instructor require, it should be light and fluid, not strong and not fixed.

The right arm can wrap all the way around some petite follows.  In close embrace, this can cause incidental contact on the side of the breast.  To prevent that, you can position your hand higher, on the outside of her rounded shoulder.  Or use the palm of the hand for contact, leaving the fingers almost in the air.  Be assured that even inexperienced follows can tell the difference between transient incidental contact with the side of the breast and a grope.  You will miss out on the intimacy of tango if you fail to establish a reputation for consideration on these counts.  You will also miss out on some delightful partners.
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Right Hand

The lead’s right hand rests lightly on the follow’s back.  It is ready to catch the follow should a miss-lead, a traffic maneuver, or a stumble break balance with the lead.  A nice affectation is to position gently the palm, touch lightly with the middle two fingers, and leave the index and little finger slightly lifted away from the follows back.  This habit will help keep your grip light.  It will also look stylish, for those days when the follow is dressed to kill.

I suppose a truly sensitive lead would splay out all four fingers for a follow dressed in loose, ratty jeans.  This would avoid a false mixture of elegant and casual.  On the other hand, why dance with women in loose, ratty jeans?  OK, maybe you are in love.  Maybe they dance like the devil.  In these cases, you can dial down the elegance.

An intermediate lead can dance a beginning follow through a lot of fun stuff, in close embrace.  The ugly secret here is that the arm and hand are holding the partner quite snugly much of the time, so there is no place to go but where she is invited.  All the same, remember that beginners cannot change direction with the speed or precision of more experienced follows.  Nor can they change a step mid-execution.  With reduced control, it becomes impossible to keep to the flow of the line of dance.  Beginners should be danced towards the open middle of the floor.

Finally, nuevo dancers are trying their best not to look elegant.  A light, full-handed touch is appropriate.  For many moves, a real grasp is intentionally employed, transiently.
[Return to Coaching the Fundamentals in Table of Contents]
Elbows

Different ideas help different dancers at different times.  An idea that helps a lot of the time is the position of elbows.  The rule is: point the elbows down.  Actually, do not point them.  That indicates too much conviction.  Let them “be” downward-pointing.

A common error for follows is to lock the right (open-side) arm in a firm position, braced out to the side.  This seems to derive from ballroom dancing.  Apparently ballroom leads push or pull on this armature, in order to change their follow’s direction.  With elbows locked, force can be transmitted from the hands all the way to the body.  But force sent that way distracts from the gentle and subtle forces associated with the heart-to-heart embrace itself.  Why do that?

Tango can be danced with open-side arms relaxed at the side, not touching.  The lead is with the chest; in close embrace the information is rich, subtle, and complete.  With hands together, arms can be held slightly to the side, held cuddly close at the shoulder, or held down at the seam of the man’s pants.  This latter is an old, sexy styling.  In all cases, the elbow is found to be relaxed and down, well below shoulder level.

The relaxed open-side elbows can give information about the partnership.  If the position changes, if the arms crowd towards the follow’s shoulder or the lead’s, that suggests the embrace has faltered.  It can mean the follow has not responded to the lead.  It can mean the lead is not using his chest.  Or it can mean the lead is too abrupt.  In any case, the fact that the hands have moved even as little as half-an-inch indicates that bodies should be moved to re-establish the ideal partnering.  You do not push your arms to do this, you move your body so the arm position is again correct.  The elbows-down position is weak.  By intention it does not transmit force.
The reason a relaxed elbow is important is that it allows a relaxed shoulder.  The scapula (that triangular bone at the back of the shoulder) should be low and tucked slightly under, as if lifting a medicine ball.  That leaves the neck rising strongly from the shoulder-line, which is part of the tango “look” we all enjoy.  The lead then is with those low shoulders, and the follow matches with her shoulders.
The dreaded “armature out at the side” elbow is high, back, locked, rigid.  A follow who does this tempts the lead to match and to shove her around with his arms.  There are times and music where the lead does thrash his partner around, as a prelude to comforting her afterwards.  Mock-violent movements are part of tango, the extreme version being the old “apache” dancing.  (“Apache” means “passionate.”  As far as we know the indigenous tribes of the American Southwest did not dance tango.  Or if they did, they did it gently.)  Tango thrashing is done as a couple, from the embrace.  Not as an object, from the arm.

Everything has its exception, in tango.  There is one time when a lead does offer resistance to the follow through the open-side arm.  That comes when leading a fast, strong, sudden back-boleo.  The follow needs energy to make the sudden change in rotation.  This can be assisted with arm strength.  However, the lead will do well to drop the arm near waist level before offering that strength.  In this way most of the force is rotational, around the center of gravity, with minimal force tipping the partner over.  The lead should not neglect the primary arm, the closed-side embracing arm.  It should be the main source of help in pivoting, or the “help” will truly be a knock-down.

Another time the “elbow down” rule is not observed is when the follow uses an “around the neck” embrace.  This is an intimate and affectionate way to dance.  Most experienced follows use it.  It keeps the body upright with no hunching forwards.  But I suspect that it is difficult to keep the corresponding shoulder down and relaxed in its socket, at the beginning.  So the advice might be to lay your arm on the lead’s shoulder, as an intermediate version.  In either case, be ready to slide the arm.  Many moves require adjustments to the embrace.

The basic idea about elbows is that if you notice them not relaxed and down, you will do well to relax and lower your shoulder, so the elbows are down.  Tango is not danced by force of arms.  It is cooperation, not coercion.
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Height
For several reasons, close embrace tango seems to work best with partners whose heights match.  Matched heights mean the follow is no taller than the lead and no more than 6 inches shorter, either.  These heights are measured with dance shoes on.  So a match has the follow 3 to 8 inches shorter than the lead, in stocking feet.

A tall follow is more difficult because her center of gravity is higher than the lead’s, which changes the angles and weights for dynamic moves.  A short follow is difficult for a lead because the follow’s point of contact will be below his chest.  Leaning against the twisting lower part of the body makes partnering difficult.

Having said this, short leads learn to lead taller women, and can do it well.  The one thing they must not do is rise high on the balls of their feet.  This looses the “grounding” strength needed to deal with a higher and larger center of gravity.  It helps that tall follows learn to be especially centered and balanced.  And tall leads learn to lead short women.  They adjust toward what is a “tummy” lead.  When done well, the taller partner does not bend over the top of the shorter one.  This would be the opposite of the correct open-breasted position that works well for dancing.
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Timing

A simple tango walking step has four distinct moments.  To initiate the step the lead displaces his torso a very small amount, to induce the desired movement in the follow.  This is named “La Marka” by those wishing to increase the learning overload that is natural for beginners.  For a walk, he moves his body, from belt-buckle to head as a unit, forward a little.  For a turn he twists his shoulders to induce the turn.  These small displacements move the follow’s body in response.

The second moment will be the follow’s leg reaching to a position to accept the end of the step.  For a walk, the follow reaches out backwards behind, using the toes to feel the floor.  The follow reaches her leg in whatever direction she is about to fall.  The purpose of the lead’s minor movement of her upper body is to create that falling direction.

The third moment is the step itself.  The follow displaces body and weight to come over the reaching foot.  “Displacement” means it is a move powered from the standing leg.  But at the beginning of the step, and particularly as a beginner, there is a little bit of the feeling of falling into the direction.  Control is established half-way through.

The fourth moment is the collection.  The follow brings her knees and thereby her ankles together into a neutral, balanced position, ready to accept the implication of the next step.

Meanwhile the lead’s timing is different.  After the small torso lead, the foot ready to move waits until the follow’s step is well underway.  He then steps quickly enough so that he catches up with the follow’s timing and lands at the same moment.

This interchange is pretty complex.  It represents a challenge for follows to execute the reach-transfer-collect move and leads the imply-wait-step move in coordination.  However, the internal timing allows two people to walk in very close embrace without stepping on each other or even bumping, even though neither can see the other’s feet.  Which is pretty amazing, and hard to do if you are not trained in tango.  My daughter, trained in ballet and folk dancing, first saw me dancing a tanda with a follow who is so skilled and popular that I seldom get a dance.  Daughter asked just how long we had practiced that choreography together, to get it so close and coordinated.  Of course it was improvised, and I had not danced M. for at least six weeks.  That’s tango.

The lead senses the follow’s foot position and timing though the chest contact.  Which is why close embrace tango is a very different thing from open embrace tango.  And also why a good, consistent chest contact from his follow is important.  The lead needs to feel the follow’s feet through it.  He can’t see them.

The advanced version of this complexity makes the follow’s share of the dance greater, and the lead’s easier.  An advanced follow controls the timing of the landing of each step.  She takes the hint from the lead’s timing, but she controls when the step happens with respect to the music.  So the “lead” passes from the male, who initiates the move, to the female, who controls the timing of the step’s completion, and then back to the male for the indication of the next step.  In this way a musical follow can help put her lead exactly on the music, as long as he can start out somewhere close.  This is not to be confused with “back-leading” where the woman is trying to control the broader pace or direction of the step.
The advantages of this advanced following are two.  First, the dance is more shared—it becomes more truly a two-as-one experience.  Second, the lead can relax during the second half of each step and has freedom to consider what the next steps are going to be.  Indeed, one of the reasons a beginning follow is so exhausting for a lead is that she has to be led not only at the initiation of the step, but also continually kept on the intended expression in terms of shape, direction, and musical timing.  You have to lead not only the start, but also the completion and even the collection part of the step, if you want the dance to flow as it should.  And the reason an advanced follow makes a beginning lead feel so good is similar—she is back-leading the completion of each step into a nice, balanced position.
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Necking

For a long time I was puzzled about tango posture.  Almost everything I heard about body posture from the feet up used the same perfect principles I knew from ballet.  However the head posture in most photos and with most advanced dancers was bent forward.  So I thought tango was good dance posture with a “fudge” to be dancing cheek-to-cheek.  I figured one of the challenges of tango was to have perfect posture from the neck down, and not have the bad neck posture mess it up.  Now I have another thought.

I think the “tango neck” is like the neck (pardon my saying this) of a swan.  By this I mean the head is held as high as possible, but the skull is tilted slightly forward at the top and inwards at the chin, so that the back of the neck is where it feels like you are being suspended by a string tied to heaven.  The feeling is one of arching the neck back at the lower neck, then up and over at the top.  Like the “S” in a swan’s neck.  Think of how the top of the swan’s curve seems to be its neck, not its head.  You are trying for that posture.  Of course, your neck is not as long as a swan’s, so you won’t get quite the same bend.

In a way this is a ballet neck, proud and high, except the chin is “swallowed” so that you are looking slightly down.  With a little effort, you can look fierce or sultry depending on your mood.  You have the posture of a ballet dancer on stage, but you do not gaze with that empty fatuous smile towards the second balcony.  You look sexy, not ethereal.  Good, you’ve got it.

The other look, with the head extended forwards like a turtle, is the one you get looking into a computer screen too much.  Leave that look for Bill Gates.  It will throw off your balance in tango.

Now you’ve got it, let me add something.  Small movements of the head can be very expressive in tango.  I found in Italy that this was done more than other places, and I liked it.  Dancers call these tiltings “epaulement,” meaning little styling moves with the neck and shoulders.  Whether you know it or not, they are happening and they add to the secret part of the dance that only you and your partner know about.  They also add to the lead:  epaulement is often the earliest pre-lead on the next step.

And by the way, when you dance cheek-to-cheek, your partner can feel you when you smile.  So if she or he does something that you like, go ahead and smile.  You cannot spend the whole night looking sultry.  As a matter of fact, you can tell “jokes” in dance: just the right misdirection can make your partner laugh.  Out loud.  Really.  Except to the faster milonga music, which is almost always fun, funny, and full of misdirections anyway.
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Automatic Steps

Normally the follow’s job is to take the step as invited and arrive at a neutral position, ready to take any consequent step in any direction.  Absent a clear invitation for that next step, the follow stays still.  This is for a traditional Tango.  (A tango-milonga or tango-waltz gets a step on every beat, unless specifically led for a pause.  But that is not the same as an automatic step, because you still have to be “told” what step to take.)  The general rules for a follow are the same ones your mother told you: keep your knees together and don’t give anything away.  Which means collect, and don’t take a step unless you get a lead for it.
There are two exceptions to the general rule.  The first is ochos, both front and back ochos.  Ochos continue when in doubt about the next move, rather than stopping.  That is, absent a clear indication that ochos are to stop, the follow takes the next step as an ocho.
The second automatic steps for the follow are molinetes.  Molinetes are movements around a center in the order “front, side, back, side, front,…. .  Like ochos, once they are started molinetes continue whenever there is a doubt about whether a stop has been invited.  This is particularly important when the molinete is centered on the lead.  When this is the case, the lead is balanced on only one foot and can only give the lightest indication to continue turning.  When a stop is desired, the other foot is planted, blocking the molinete from continuing.

A significant minority of teachers say there is a third automatic step: the cross following the second walking step taken on the open side, inside the follow.  I say the cross is a led step, and should not be automatic.  But it certainly is customary, requiring a very small lead to initiate, and perhaps a small counter-lead to prevent.  As with all cases where what I say disagrees with a true experienced teacher of tango who earns real money helping people learn this wonderful dance, I am right and they are wrong.
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Perspectives on Basic Moves

The first Lesson—The Sidestep
The first step to learn in tango is stepping to the side.  The sidestep has two parts: (1) stepping and (2) gathering the knees together.

This being dance, we will now spend six paragraphs discussing some of the rudimentary aspects of style, movement, attitude, and timing for this single step.  Imagine watching 100 different dancers demonstrate a sidestep.  Imagine picking out the top 10 whose way of doing it seemed most appealing to you.  Then imagine trying to explain what those 10 did differently that made their style one you would want to imitate.  To do that, you would make some of the distinctions in the next paragraphs.  If the idea of reading six paragraphs about something as simple as a sidestep strikes you as ridiculous or even tedious, don’t give up tango.  I just means your learning method does not favor written descriptions when physical movement is what you are after.  I agree; bravo.  If the idea of executing a sidestep with enough style that it takes six paragraphs to describe it appeals to you, read on.  Nonetheless.

A sidestep begins with your weight on one leg, but the knee a bit flexed.  The stepping foot is poised with just a touch with the ball of the big toe on the floor.  The heel of that foot will be a fraction of an inch off the floor.  Reach with that free leg to the side.  Then step to the floor with the big toe, ball of the foot, and then the heel.  Your body will move to the side.  Complete the step by bringing the knee of what was once the weight-bearing leg together to the knee of the leg that just took the step.  If possible, the newly free foot should assume the position of the free foot before: a touch on the floor with the ball of the big toe, heel off the floor, and maybe a little turned out so the ankles touch and the toes point to the side.  By the way, the free knee is slightly flexed.  The weight bearing leg has its knee a bit flexed, too.  But both the reaching move and the leaving-the-floor-behind move can flash through a position with straight knee and pointed foot.
During this move, the torso from the hips to the shoulders should remain straight.  No willowy side bends.  No swinging hips.  Just an alert, toned torso.  Not tense and not locked.  Some women as a matter of styling will allow their hips a small tilt, but nothing near as exaggerated as a fashion model’s walking.  The general impression with the upper body is that it merely floats to the side without a rise or fall.  If the sidestep is large, you can forgive a slight drop at start as the weight-bearing knee is bent to allow the reaching leg to reach a little farther.  Similarly, a large step will visibly delay the movement of the torso as the free leg reaches out.  In addition, the step becomes a little bit of a lunge sideways for longer steps.  The reaching foot seems to aim at a landing, but rather than making that landing, it reaches a little farther as the torso begins moving to the side, and lands just beyond the original seeming target.  This is fun to do and good for developing feel and timing as you practice sidesteps.  It is rare in practice.  The basic feel of the sidestep should be a smooth, elegant, sliding displacement to the side.  There should be no clear start or stop to the step.  Basically, the move happens with a minimum of fuss.

Footwork makes this smoothness happen.  The feet do not appear to leave the floor.  They look as if they slide over the surface.  With the right shoes and dance floor, the step might be done with slips of paper kept underneath each foot.  On the other hand, tango is sometimes danced on concrete or sticky restaurant floors.  It should have the same skimming-the-floor look, even then.  So the feet can be a fraction of an inch above the floor, when there is no tissue paper to keep track of.  The stepping leg can pick up a little at the start, but slides closer to the floor as is planes in to its final stepping place.  The gathered leg will do the reverse: slide out flat but gather in with the heel lifted a fraction at the end.

There is only one school of thought for follows for how the foot leaves or acquires the floor.  The heel is first-off and last on.  The toes hardly leave the floor.  In the case of the imagined slips of paper under each foot, the big toe is what slides the paper over the floor.  For stepping backwards or sideways, the idea is that the heel never takes much weight.  It has been said advanced follows only use the heels of their shoes between dances.  For leads stepping forwards there is a second school of thought about foot movements.  A common style allows the heel of the reaching leg to hit the floor ahead of the toes.  This is more applicable for a forwards step than one to the side.  Leads need to establish and move the balance for the partnership, so the weight-bearing foot gets fully on the ground.
The angle of the foot is slightly “winged” except when the foot is fully bearing weight, heels included.  Winging means the foot is rotated so the big toe and ball of the foot are straight extension of the leg, and the smaller toes are slightly outside and lifted up.  Winging the ankles means the feet are not pointed straight forward.  They angle out a little, adding to stability and grace.  At no time in tango do the feet ever angle in.  The feeling is one of exposing the inside arch of the foot.  To aid this, the back of the heel is a little forwards.  This is done by a leg turn-out that originates all the way up at the hip.  It is not done by rotating the foot below the knee, except for a small rotation that happens with winging.
This particular styling is quite subtle, but it gives a lovely flattering line from the hip all the way down to the toes.  Also, it improves balance.  Ballet trained dancers need to be cautious and use only a little of their full turn out.  The rest need to develop the sense of taughtness in the hips that adds spring.  This way there will be just a bit of tensing in the weight-bearing hip as the body starts to move.  This tensing holds the hips evenly for a split-second before the stepping leg fully takes weight.  Then the tensing in the receiving hip allows the gathered leg to poise itself without the hips tilting.

Sidesteps are taken directly to the side.  The exceptions to this happen when directions need to be altered to find space on a crowded floor.  Otherwise, changes in direction happen not during the sidestep, but before it starts, or after it completes.  This will be a particularly important concept when the sidestep is part of a molinete.

By the way, if you can do the sidestep correctly, the rest is easy.  You will be able to tango.  It probably takes a year to learn to do the sidestep correctly.  Longer if you are a follow and have to gain strength in your feet.
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Walking

Before I talk about walking and tango, I want to tell a little story.

I recently took a beginning tango class.  The first exercise was to take your partner in a two-armed hug and walk to the music in the line of dance with nothing other than 7 walking steps followed by “and 8” as a double weight change.  I had two feelings about this.  First, I was glad because my partner was a lean well-favored woman of appropriate age and I viewed the idea of an extended hug with her with happiness.  With gentle luck, I might be accepted at the later milonga with one of those knowing “with pleasure” smiles that so warms the heart of an insecure lead.  On the other hand, I knew myself well and I knew I have a hard time repeating steps over and over without unapproved additions.  So we headed out in our hug-embrace stepping with the music, which was gentle and persuasive.  About half-way around I realized this wasn’t so bad.  I could keep with the program and we could concentrate on the quality of the embrace and on feeling each other’s breath and step.  Then I realized that we were making small variations in the way we moved and the way we took our steps, so that we were actually dancing to the music as we simply walked along.  And we were breathing with the music.  About 3/4 of the way around, I stopped thinking.  The only conscious words that went through my head were, “please, music, don’t stop.”  Tango is just a little walk, together.  And it can be so beautiful and sweet you want only for it to go on forever.

With that motivation, how do you walk in tango?  The particular styling of tango is that the body from hips to shoulders moves as one upright unit.  “Like moving a refrigerator.”  No tilting, please.  (Yes, you will be doing some twisting of shoulders against hips, but that’s another thing.)  The lead does something at the start, to initiate the step.  There are various descriptions of this “lead” move.  Mine is that the lead moves the follow’s torso just under 1 inch in the direction he wants her to step.  Some call this the “invitation” to step.  Some “la marka,” meaning the initiating move.  Others say the lead begins to make a step.  Different descriptions work for different learners and different teachers at different times.  It is not a “lead” in the sense of a signal that the follow observes, digests, and then makes the correct corresponding step of her own.  It is more that the lead nudges the follow a teeny bit off-balance, and the follow allows her instincts to move her free foot so it can prevent falling in that direction.  The body displacement happens because the lead and follow are in an embrace, touching between their chests and their middles.  When he displaces his torso a fraction of an inch, the follow’s torso displaces the same.  So her free leg moves from the thigh a little bit in a protective direction, based on the small body displacement the lead has caused.

The little nudge of balance is so small that it does not move the follow’s balance beyond the range of her supporting foot.  That is, if she was on the ball of her foot she would be have a bit of weight on the heel too, if she had not reached her free thigh a bit in the protecting direction.  So at this first point of the walk, she is instinctively protecting herself from upset by means of a small preparation with her free leg.  Now the lead moves clearly and strongly more in that direction.  The follow slides her free leg out as far as seems right, meaning she is visibly reaching into a step.  She lets her body move toward the new leg and the outstretched big toe begins to take some weight.  Now she is the more stable of the partnership, as the lead begins his step into the space her leg has left open.  She seems to carry him to the completion of the step, which happens as both she and he take weight onto the new leg at the same moment.  In short, she reaches and begins to take weight, and he catches up so they land at the same moment.

Then they collect.  That is, both partners bring the newly unweighted leg toward the neutral position, with the inside of the heel just brushing the inside of the standing heel.  At this point the lead will be setting up for the next move—maybe no move but a standing still, maybe a weight shift, maybe a side-step, maybe a flowing continuation to the next walking step.

If you think about this too much, you will get all tippy and wonder how you can ever walk at all, without falling over.  If you do not think too much, you will walk with the legs slightly turned out, so that you seem to cross each step in a line with the last, with the places under your arch forming a straight dotted line on the floor.  When you do this, you will be rotating the feeling in your shoulders (maybe not your shoulders, visibly) to counter-balance.  This counter-rotation is the “look” of tango.  It is deceptive, because it is often not so much a twist as resistance to twisting the wrong way.  Having said that, one trick for a lead when the follow is a bit nervous or insecure is to exaggerate the countra-body shoulders a little bit, and sweep her into the feeling of the move.

It is said that tango is “50% musicality, 40% embrace, and 10% steps.”  There is no sense in taking any steps until you can walk.  Together.  And when you are in the last steps of the last song in a magic tanda, I bet you will be mostly just walking.
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The Cross (La Crusada)

The cross is when the follow steps back and somewhat to the side with her right foot, and then brings her left foot a little to the right of it, and displaces.  The cross is the most common, and the most neglected of the tango moves.  But the cross is like a kiss.  It can be anything.  From trivial, to beyond reason.  So if you want it to be trivial, keep doing it as a transition.  If you want your partner to die for it, take the time and attention to make the cross a promise he wants you to keep.

The casual cross is a quick move, displacing the weight from the right leg to the crossing left foot.  Many crosses are lead traspie.  That means the crossing left leg displaces the right leg, and the step backwards is continued without hesitation by the right leg.  It is somewhat like when a billiard ball hits a second one square on, and the second ball stops the first one dead, and continues the motion itself.  This takes only one beat of music and is basically just one step.  Necessarily, this cross is straight back.

The traspie cross can still be done with devastating style.  The trick is to move fast enough at the start that you can complete the move slowly.  You leap to do the lead’s bidding, and tease him with your readiness to take the next step.  Believe me, it feels different.  It helps to have the ball of the left crossing foot take weight a little farther back than the ball of the right foot.

The worst thing is for the lead not to know that you have changed weight from one foot to the other.  This is a mistake even some advanced follows make.  So you might want to learn to come to the crossing moment so assiduously that you have time to let him feel the two billiard balls knocking together, and the willing right foot leaping to do his bidding.  If you do this right, he will sense your body from the balls of your feet through your hips to the cheek resting next to his.

Leads will do well to do some crosses slowly.  Instead of taking a half a beat, as in traspie, take a whole beat.  Take two.  Take four.  A follow who comes to a fast cross with style should be rewarded.  Take her to a slow cross next time.  See what she can do with it.  She can drag her left foot across her body, while standing up to you with her breath.  She can displace the right foot, clearly.  She can wrap that right foot around back of her left a little bit, ready to go left or right or back, at your bidding.  She may even cock her neck ever so slightly to tell you so.

If she does not do any of these things.  Do not give up.  Most leads rush the cross.  Let her realize with you she has time.  You have passed the lead to her to complete the cross as she wishes.  When she finds this out, she may be happy, and start to reward you.  But it may be a new sensation for her.  So give her more than two chances.

Basically, the cross is a kiss.  It can be a punctuation mark.  Or it can be sex.  Decide which you want.  But at least be able to choose.
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Back Ochos

The first step in tango is walking.  Walking expressively is far and away the most important thing in tango.  The second step is so close to walking that the difference is almost one of styling.  That step is the back ocho.

In close embrace, the back ocho for the follow is nothing more than a backwards walk with a slight over-crossing of the stepping foot.  In this step the lead has all sorts of things to take care of, but the follow has very little.  The follow merely steps around behind herself on each step, instead of almost straight back.  There is a mild twisting of the hips that allows this, and a small pivoting on the ball of the standing leg, as the reaching foot passes by the collected position.  The follow’s hips end up swiveling a little, without tilting.  Her shoulders do not twist, except that small fraction necessary to indicate that the step is  a back ocho, and not a front one.  After the first ocho, that will be the default and her shoulders twist even less.  This twisting of the hips against the shoulders is the basic body style of tango, but in the close embrace it is small and easy.  Better yet, the twist shows off the follow’s leg and body line in an appealing fashion.  For the follow, the back ocho should be fun, a little playful or sensual, but easy and relaxed.  Ochos continue until there is a clear indication from the leader that they are to stop.  By the way, each step is one “ocho,” even though the figure 8 that causes the name takes two steps.
For the lead, the step involves a lot more, and some of it is difficult at first.  But the ocho needs to become a simple, automatic, restful step you can do when you are busy thinking about something else.  So you have to practice it 1000 times.  Fortunately, follows like this step.  It feels good and they look great doing it.  So they will let you practice.

There are three parts for the lead in the ocho: the entry, the ochos themselves, and the exit.  The following advice is a supplement to physical teaching, with demonstrations of space and timing.

The ocho itself finds the lead stepping on a different foot than he would when he is walking with the follow.  Normal walking feet are in “parallel” system.  This means the lead stepping with his left foot steps into the space vacated by the follows right leg moving backwards.  If he were walking in the “cross” system, the lead would be about 10 inches (25cm) to the side so that his left foot would rest outside the follow’s body entirely, and it would be his right footstep that moves into the space vacated by the follow’s right foot.  We will say in a minute how to get into this cross-foot system.  For the moment, let us assume you got there and discuss the ocho itself.

Recall that the important steps in tango are the follow’s steps.  The lead steps wherever he needs to in order to make the follow’s steps work.  Also recall just how fine the follow is going to look reaching backwards and around behind herself taking an ocho step.  With that focus in mind, this is what the lead is doing during an ocho.  He is stepping (in cross-foot system, that is moving weight onto his left leg as his follow backs on to hers) with his follow, after having turned her slightly so that she takes that slightly behind-herself crossing step.  He is moving mostly forward, but slightly along side of her, on the side of her standing leg.  Then as the follow lands onto her reaching leg, he is rotating her shoulders around and then moving her center across, so that her next over-crossed step will work for her.  To do this, he has to step to her other side.
The first time you try to do this for your follow, you feel like a monkey, jumping from side to side across your follow’s front.  After you realize how little movement or displacement is really necessary, you find you can do this with just a bit of sidestep, alternating left and right.  Likely you have forgotten to collect and you will now be doing the “John Wayne.”  Your own steps will look silly as you post yourself from one leg to the other, moving equally forwards and side-to-side.  You walk like a cowboy who is used to having a horse between his knees.  Not at all elegant, and completely distracting from your follow’s sensual walk.  You will then learn to fix this by collecting your feet on each step.  That is, after you step to one side, you will bring your free leg together so the inside of your heels touch, then you will reach back to the side the free leg came from (and forward) for the next step.  You will have time for this collection, because you are waiting for your partner as she collects too.

When you have gotten past the monkey-jump, and then past the John-Wayne, and you have a dignified step-and-collect, you can begin to do a real back ocho.

The back ocho is the sweetest and most expressive step in tango.  You can do the “fainting princess” ocho.  In this you sweep smoothly around the side of your partner and receive her backwards step with soft, cherishing arms.  She will match your feeling by melting slowly backwards onto her step.  In my experience, this is the moment when your partner is most likely to go weak in the knees.  Particularly if she has her eyes closed.  A good fainting princess ocho can almost induce a faint.  In any case, that might be your imaginary goal.

At the other extreme, you can do a “snap ocho.”  That is an ocho where the follow takes a moderate step back, but then pivots sharply and waits for the next step.  This suits fast or forceful music.  It is a little like rough sex—the snaps are playfully aggressive.  They should be accurate and fast, but the accelerations should be slow enough to do no violence to the softness of the embrace.  All the sharpness happens down at the feet.  This is a good time to mention that anything beyond 4 ocho steps in succession is an exception required only by urgent musical or navigational needs.  (Except, of course, while you are practicing, that is to say, learning.)  So if you are doing snap ochos, you will often follow them with a more comforting movement, afterwards.

In between the fainting-princess ocho and the snap ocho there are many flavors of ochos.  Saddest for a lead is to carefully make his ocho expressive of the music, his partner, and the mood, and find the follow is doing a bog-standard government-issue back ocho, like she was taught in class.  No sensitivity, no partnering.  You get this with follows who are thinking and anticipating instead of opening themselves up, using intuition, and cooperating.  She may look good in a black dress, but she is more of a trophy than a partner.  So remember, leads get to choose whom they dance with.

We have discussed the simple, small, symmetrical back ocho.  A more elegant small ocho takes a step straight back with the left, and almost a sideways displacement to the right.  As your embrace becomes more fluid, ochos can vary from almost straight back, to pivoting a lot and stepping “back” almost directly side-to-side.  In open embrace, back ochos can even travel backwards—that is they can over-rotate and move against the line of dance, towards the lead.  Don’t ask me why you would want to do this.  Except it looks good with a flashy sacada displacement.

Now how do you get out of ochos?  This was my first embarrassing problem at a milonga.  As a rank beginner I had unknowingly partnered one of the most experienced follows in town.  I inadvertently “set off” a string of back ochos.  I was competent enough to recognize them and match my steps to hers.  But I could not for the life of me find a way out.  Fortunately for me, she was also one of the kindest and sweetest follows in the world.  (Thank you, Marcia.)  So I survived, and went on to learn to dance the tango after all.  This is what I did not know.

You can get out of a back ocho simply by walking out in cross-foot system and then leading the follow to the cross.  The lead skips the last step.  That is, he trails his left foot behind as the follow comes to the cross, and then he is in a position to step with that foot against her right-foot backstep, making a parallel walk out of the cross.

More commonly taught is the exit with a boleo.  That is you stand your ground and lead her to begin a back ocho stepping with her right foot to your right and pivoting as if to take the back step with her left foot.  Then you reverse her pivot towards you again, so she leaves her left foot behind and turns herself back towards you.  She will wind up.  That is her shoulders will come around, her hips will follow, her left knee will try to catch up with her standing right knee.  This will make her left foot fly up a little bit, and whip around to catch up.  It will naturally step into a cross position and take weight.  You can then step (left foot for her right) into a walk.  This is complicated for beginners.  But fun.  It gives the follow something flashy to do.  They like it.
The smoothest exit is the oldest one.  I use it most of the time because it maintains the sweetness of the contact in the embrace.  It involves the lead taking a quick extra step on the half beat, and then walking the follow out on her next step.  While moving to your right, her taking a back step onto her right foot, you take a hidden left-foot step on the half-beat, so that your right foot (taking your second step) and her left foot (taking a step walking normally back after the ocho) land at the same time.  This hidden step on the half beat is a bit tricky at first.  The right leg moves forward, stops and takes weight, and the left foot on the half-beat springs up just behind it, plants, and takes the weight away, so the right foot can make the next step, with the follow’s left.  This needs to be practiced alone.  It is fast.  But once you get the timing, it is elegant and feels like black magic to the follow.  If you have just executed a good fainting-princess ocho, you want this exit so you do not wake her up.  She just magically finds herself walking, still cherished in your arms.  By the way, you will be amazed how often your quick step fits into a flourish in the music.

Now the difficult question, how to get into back ochos.  Actually, now that you have learned the smooth exit, you already know.  It is the same step.  You lead a sidestep to your left.  You pivot the follow so her back is now pointed left.  You move her to take the back step with her free leg, her left.  After she is committed to that step, you bring your right foot up behind your weight-bearing left, take the weight, and take the coming beat with your left foot landing just at the moment she lands hers.  You have taken a half-beat step (weight change) that she did not notice and you are in cross system ready to lead the pivot of the first ocho.  If you are nervous and early with that quick-time step, she may follow you with one of her own.  Then you are in a mess and have to walk her out, if floor space permits.  Never mind, you will get it in the end.  She, if she is a beginner, should not be so fast and should not match your hidden step.  If she is more advanced, she will know that it is not the place for it.  You, if you are experienced, will give not the least indication in your body that the hidden step is happening, which will fool her completely.  If you take the half-step weight change at the end of her half-pivot in preparation for the ocho, likely it will all work out for the both of you, anyway.  It is too late for her to match it.

To me the ocho is tango.  When I start a tanda with a new follow, I first stand still.  I learn how she stands and how she leans.  Then I walk a few steps.  I learn how she moves.  Then I slip into four slow back ochos.  I learn how she moves with the music, how she responds to pacing, or whether she anticipates or back-leads.  By this early moment in the first song of the tanda, I have already started to think about what steps will suit this partner and this music.  Sometimes I am in trouble.  Our musicality and training do not match.  I am thinking how to survive the tanda without blood or tears.  You want to leave her feeling good, no matter what.  After all, her best friend might be your perfect match.  Other times I know I am in clover, and it is up to me to keep it green.  Most of the time things are fine, and it is up to me and her to see them get better as we learn each other during the tanda.  Nothing in tango is guaranteed.  But there is always a chance that this will be the magic one.
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Ocho Cortado
One of the first “steps” people learn in tango is the ocho cortado.  The simplest version of this goes thus:  The woman faces hips and shoulders, let us say south.  She is induced to take a check step back with her right (west) leg, and then immediately return and step forward with the same foot.  On the forward step, she pivots to face sideways (west).  She lands her left leg to the south.  From there she backs northwards to the cross over her right leg, finding herself again facing south with her left foot just coming to take her weight in front.

The lead’s footwork to get this done is small.  He induces her first backwards step and steps himself with his left leg.  To make things easy, he will step slightly to the west of his partner’s step.  He immediately pivots, dropping his right hip back (south) to hide it behind his left, and stepping south or south-west of his left foot with his right.  This clears the way and invites the woman’s forward step and her side step, which are to the south.  He takes a similar or smaller sidestep to hers, taking weight onto his right.  He is now facing east.  He pivots onto his right foot, so he is facing north, and collects his left foot.  He invites the woman to her cross by turning his shoulders smoothly to face north again.

This step as explained can be done slow-slow-slow-slow.  Or it is often done with the woman’s backstep and her sidestep as only 50-50 weight changes thus: quick-slow-quick-slow-pause (4 beats).  An even nicer way to do this is to give the woman two beats to come to the cross.  A lingering two-beat cross is a very feminine move.

The problem with the ocho cortado is that many follows do it only one way.  Like any tango move, the ocho cortado can be done differently, for different moods of music, floor, and partnership.  It should be expressive, not mechanical.  To broaden the discussion, let us say that there are at least 4 usefully distinct ocho cortados, and the lead and follow should be choosing among them, and then playing with that choice.  We will name this first clean and simple one the Tuscan, and move on to the other three.

By far the most common ocho cortado, even among advanced follows, replaces the calm sidestep with a fully-pivoted move.  Instead of facing west on the sidestep, the woman takes a full-weight bearing step sideways with her left and pivots onto that foot, now facing north.  She often does this with a baroque flourish that leaves her right foot north and may even lift it for an expressive forward reaching step, to the north.  She then pivots a full about-face into the cross, facing south again with a snap.  Often a lead will give the ocho cortado opening (step, pivoting-to-open) and find the rest of the step happens dramatically in front of him.  All he can do is wait, and follow with a simple collection onto his right, in front of the cross.  We will name this one the Corinthian.  It is often a bit choppy or busy.  But it gives the follows a chance to celebrate the music.

The ocho cortado is not an automatic step.  The lead might have wanted the simpler Tuscan version, with maybe the two-beat cross, or alternatively an assisted strong cross with pace.  Or he may have wanted one of the alternatives below.

I am told the oldest version of the ocho cortado is more of a circular movement.  The lead bounces out of the first north-ward step, reaching close behind himself with his right and pivots to face as far to the south as his position and partner’s movement will allow.  The follow steps forward south and then takes a bigger pivot so the “sidestep” is like a molinete, facing north towards the lead.  If the lead is clever, he slips his left foot back, possibly south of his right, giving more room and making his next step easier.  Now the lead moves across the follow’s left side (to the west of her) as much as he can, stepping towards the south and pivoting back to face as much north as the couple can.  This snaps the follow into a tight cross facing almost south again, in a quick pivoting move.  The lead will have to experiment with where he steps, if he wants big turns.  He will also have to brace himself to overcome many follows’ tendency to do one of the other, less pivoted ocho cortados, ignoring the large shoulder turns of his lead.  We can think of this one as the Ionic.  It has big circles.

Finally, there is an ocho cortado which is not quite a cut ocho.  That is to say, the left sidestepping foot of the follow is never planted.  Instead, the follow is led to take a slower, smooth, unstopped, pivot.  Her foot just skims the floor in a small circle around her weight-bearing right.  Then it reaches forward to the north, north of her right foot, and in front of the follow, so it can receive the pivot to face south again.  The trailing right leg slides a little to form the cross.  Often this move suits the music more than a step that stops and bounces back to the cross.  But to have it happen, the lead has to want it and the follow cannot be in the middle of her own standard “this is the way I do the ocho cortado” flourish.  This move is nearly as simple as the Tuscan, so we will call it the Doric.

There are, of course, choices of ocho-cortados between these four.  Tango is a dance.  Not a series of positions.  Be open to its options.  Whatever holds your roof up.
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All about the Embrace
The Embrace: Standing Still

There is more confusion about the tango embrace, and more satisfaction from getting it right, than any other part of tango.  By “tango embrace” I mean the traditional, milonguero close embrace.  Nuevo partners do not embrace, in the same sense.  One of the best nuevo teachers I know has students practice with no touching at all.  The salon embrace is a modification of the close embrace.  Since the embrace can open and close during the dance anyway, the salon embrace is almost a stylization of the close embrace.  What I discuss below is strictly the close embrace, not the nuevo nor the salon embrace.  I think the distinctive characteristics of close embrace are the soul of tango.  You take up tango because of the flashy moves and passionate styling of show tango.  You keep tango for a lifetime because of the small, sweet details of the close embrace.  These are details no one, not your mother watching closely, can see.  They are between you and your partner, and they represent a rich bodily communication.  Not necessarily sexy, but always trusting, caring, and happy.

Ballerino Edward Villela once said if you can merely stand in ballet’s first position, you can dance ballet.  His next words were, “it takes 10 years to learn to stand in first position.”  For tango, if you can take the embrace at the start of the dance, before moving, then you can dance tango.  You just have to keep it when moving.  Or more truthfully, when moving bigger.  Because even though you appear to be standing still as you take the embrace at the start of a tanda, you are moving together a little bit.  At least you are if your embrace is working.

Do not be intimidated by all the magical words.  They are intended to help you imagine the promises of a sweet embrace.  We all start out struggling, and we all have mixed success, day to day, song to song, and partner to partner.  Even the most experienced dancers.  I know, because some of them dance with me.  Adding to the confusion, different teachers teach the embrace different ways.  It is not only a matter of different teaching styles, different images, or different moments in the student’s progress.  Some teachers are teaching a different basic embrace than others.  What I try to illuminate here is the embrace that the majority of US teachers and the preponderance of Argentine teachers seem to be explaining, as near as I can tell.  It is also the embrace that those teachers who emphasize teaching the embrace as a separate class or workshop all seem to aim for.

First of all, a few concepts.  For a start, you cannot share an embrace until you can be responsible for your own balance.  I know tango is a partnership with a shared balance.  But you have to be able and active in keeping your own balance.  There will be moments when you are off balance, some intentional and some by chance.  The partnership will be about restoring balance, or using the off-balance as part of a move.  But you never depend on your partner for balance, you merely trust the partnership to deal with out-of-balance when it develops.

Second, the force in the embrace is trying to be constant.  That constant can be so light that the bodies barely touch.  As long as you can feel your partner breathing, your embrace can work.  Advanced dancers often have a very light embrace.  But they are so consistent that it never breaks contact.  Beginning dancers need a firmer embrace.  The variations while moving will be bigger, and it is important that the embrace not break apart entirely.  So if you can dance with one pound plus-or-minus a couple of ounces, OK.  But if your partnership is not so perfect, if the embrace varies by 2 ½ pounds, then the baseline force needs to be 3 pounds, at least.  And in either case, just before big or unexpected moves, the lead will increase the force.

Third, the arms have nothing to do with the normal force in the embrace.  The arms are there to put you back to the perfect embrace when it comes undone for some reason.  That reason can be a mistake.  That reason can be a counter-balancing move that needs more force.  That reason can be a sudden change of direction, for music or to dodge another couple.  But in the relaxed standing position, before you start, the arms are not making the embrace happen.  They are merely holding themselves up.

What makes the embrace happen is a very small lean toward your partner.  This lean would put your weight onto your toes, except the body contact puts you back onto the ball of your foot (if you are a follow), or your full foot (if you are a lead).  Now this idea of a lean is a misleading image for most people.  The embrace feels like a hug.  The physics of the situation say it is a lean.  But it does not feel like one.  In fact, if it does feel like a lean, likely you have it wrong.

Here is how some of the best teachers have said to get started in the embrace.  Stand one foot-length away from your partner, facing almost even to each other.  Reach up above and behind your partner’s head, like reaching a can of soup on the top shelf in the kitchen.  Now lower your elbows until your hands are about where you want them for the embrace.  If your bodies come together so they are joined evenly from the bottom of the rib-cage up to your hearts, you have it.  Different body sizes and shapes will cause considerable variation in this, but it is the ideal.
Another way to get into a good tango posture is star-gazing.  Stand straight.  Then look up at the ceiling above your head.  Your chest will lift.  You shoulders will open and drop.  Your weight will go towards the front of your foot.  And your neck will angle a little back.  Now look slightly down.  That is, rotate your skull on top of your neck so you “swallow your chin” and have to see forward underneath your eyebrows.  You will feel a stretch at the base where your neck meets the back between your shoulders, and maybe also at the base of your skull.  You are in a tango position.  If you think your posture has slipped away, imagine star-gazing and see if it comes back.

In the embrace, the most common mistake is to make the contact too high.  As a first idea, when the embrace feels too strong or not alive enough, try sticking your tummy out a little bit, so there is good contact at the top of your stomach muscles, at the upsweep of your meeting ribs.  As you emphasize this, you will be arching your lower back just a little, which creates footspace.  Having said that, observe that well-oiled couples work with very little foot space, opening only when a move requires, and then not a fraction more than is necessary.

So there you are, joined at the solar plexus.  (Remember, I left you just standing down after reaching for that can of soup.)  The hands on the open side are hovering near each other, but not touching.  Elbows point down.  The follow’s embracing arm is hovering either over her partner’s shoulder or around the side.  The lead’s embracing forearm is hovering behind the follow’s back.  These elbows are not lifted, either.  You can feel each other breathing.  You will be more comfortable if you do breathe, and move a little bit, maybe side-to-side or maybe in a small swirling motion.  It would be nice if you could stay there, listening to gentle tango music.  Try to relax and enjoy the feeling of breathing and moving a little and embracing almost without arms.  It can be quite sweet and relaxing.  If your arms get tired, they can take up the full dance positions.  But only if that does not break the mood of the embrace.  There will come a time in your tango career when at the end of a song or a tanda, you hold the embrace unmoving as long as polite society will let you.  It will be the best part of a beautiful dance.  But right now, don’t hold out for bliss.  Just comfort.

Here are some things to think about.  Your chest is slightly inflated.  Dance posture does not have you breathing all the way out.  Actually, you do, but you do so by filling your rib-cage from below, keeping the ribs expanded some.  Again, don’t let the physics distract you.  At this point, feel that you have a bit of “breath” in you.  Another thing to think about, you are standing up straight.  Your head his balanced straight up, which will mean your shoulders are relaxed and down in their sockets and the back of your neck feels lifted a bit.  Your chin is in, and you may be looking slightly upward, under your eyebrows.  Maybe you feel a little sultry, with that head.  You are not, at this point, touching your partner’s cheek with yours.  That is a later complication and one that often causes compromise of the best embrace.
Overall, your upper body is lifted, with the head and shoulders just above the hips and a nice loose feeling in the lower back.  This will allow you to twist your hips and shoulders against each other, creating the classic sensual look of tango.  Meanwhile your legs are no longer lifting you to that top shelf in the kitchen.  Feet are grabbing the floor, and the knees are relaxed—ever-so-slightly bent, or at least not locked straight.  They will be at full stretch only while reaching for a step, not when your knees are collected together.  And your embracing arms are touching your partner over some length, lightly but enough to give rest.  You cannot be thinking of all these things when you are in an embrace.  But if you are standing together trying to achieve an embrace and it is not working, then you can run over the idea of back lifted straight from hip to head, legs rooted to the floor, elbows down, and arms relaxed and touching.

One thing you are not doing is sticking your butt out.  I know some teachers instruct you to arch your lower back.  I acknowledge that some Argentine ballerina’s have well-developed and prominent glutei maximi.  I even admit that there can need to be a small curvature in the lower back in the embrace, and a larger one momentarily during some moves.  All this to keep the hips clear of each other.  But the lower back needs to be as straight as it can, so the hip-to-shoulder twists can be as big and relaxed as they can, and so the embrace contact is even and not too strong, up and down your front.  So at most only a little curvature, if it feels comfortable.  Just to transition between the legs, grabbing downwards, and the body, reaching up.  The two ways to make the embrace heavy and high are to arch the back or hunch the head-and-shoulders.  So if the embrace is heavy or high, check these points.

I think the only way to learn the embrace is from another body.  You have to be embraced by someone who knows, and then you have to open yourself up, and respond.  It is devilishly difficult for two beginners to “get” the embrace with each other.  And no one learns it from a book.  So bear in mind if the embrace is not working for you, you have to sort out whether is it you or your partner or both who is making it go off.  And you should practice hugging, everyone you can.

As a lead, there is very little you can do to correct a bad embrace.  Your first line will be to help your partner relax.  Relax yourself, particularly your shoulders.  Breathe simply and smoothly and calmly.  Dance simply and smoothly and calmly.  Try to appreciate good timing or smooth responses you get.  These are the basics.  You can try re-taking the arm positions.  If the lifted arm is rigid, the grip is firm, or the elbow is pointed back, you can try releasing the hand and taking it up again, very softly.  You can try moving the arm lower and closer, to see if you get more downward bend.  But for many, that arm is going to return to that braced position again in a few steps.  
If the embracing arm is holding you hard or hanging on you, chances are you are both hunching over.  Try straightening your upper body, and moving your chin back.  On the other hand, if the follow is leaning back into your right forearm, you can release it.  You can dance holding her between the crook of your elbow and two finger tips.

Unfortunately, most of these adjustments fail.  Really experienced leads have such strong grounding and such massive upper body positions that the follow has difficulty holding a disadvantageous embrace.  But for most mortal leads, you try a few things and then switch to open embrace if it gets too difficult.
I don’t know what a follow can do to help a lead whose embrace is bad.  There appear to be two common faults.  One is hunching over, keeping the lower body and legs too far away from the partner.  Maybe standing straighter helps, but mostly I see follows just struggling to keep their balance in this arrangement.  The other common problem is holding too strongly.  This does have a natural defense.  Use your arms to force yourself back away.  The embrace-side hand can be on his bicep, giving you lots of purchase for back-force.  An alternative is to push your forehead into the lead, but this will ruin your balance and does not allow a constructive accommodation.

Part of the problem in the US, I am told by one superb teacher, is that the full-body hug is not a US hug.  It is not easy for someone from the US culture to “give” her body to her lead, as is necessary for a good embrace.  And some leads appear to have never even hugged their teddy bears.  In the US, women tend to hug as if they were leaning over a small table positioned in-between, and men do not hug at all.  The table-hug is not an attractive dance posture.  But the US is not the only place with cultural problems with close embrace.  My experience so far in England is that follows with a good embrace have all lived abroad.  (I look forward to being proved wrong.)

The message here is that a good embrace is not all about posture.  It is about opening yourself up to your partner, in a trusting and comforting way.  Remember, it is only for the dance and only on the dance floor.  This need for opening goes for leads as well as follows.  A lead should think of making his follow feel cherished and protected.  (On the dance floor she should BE cherished and protected.)  He should surround her with his chest and arms, leaving her almost to float in the middle of the circle.  At the same time, she should delicately paste herself to his chest.
One exercise for trust is to move around the dance floor with your eyes closed.  I do not mean in close embrace.  I mean in the learning forearm-to-forearm hold.  One partner keeps eyes closed while the other steps the couple all around—forward, side, and back.  Not for a few steps, for a whole song until the eyes-closed one has no idea where they are on the floor and gives up trying to know.  Then switch.  In fact, start with the lead being the one with eyes closed.  He will better know what comfort to provide the follow.

If this were a class in the embrace, we have tried standing still together, with a slight breathing and stirring motion but no steps.  We have stepped around with eyes closed and arms embracing open.  Now we can try walking in close embrace.  It is hard at first to relax, keep the embrace comforting, and just walk.  But after a song or two, it can become addictive.  That addiction will stay with you.  It is what makes tango a lifetime aspiration.  You may as well acquire it now.  You may need its vision to get you through the hard parts of learning to dance.  Particularly if you are a beginning lead.  Or if you are a beginning follow dancing with beginning leads.
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The Embrace: Moving

The principle of leading simple steps in tango is this: you put the follow off-balance in just the right way so that she instinctively takes the step you want.  Then you follow her.  You do this by moving her chest.  More correctly, you do this by moving your chest.  She, on her part, tries to keep the embrace perfect and follows your chest with hers.  In close embrace you are holding her, so she has little choice.  If she is a beginner, or asleep, you may have to muscle her.  But ideally, you are so smooth and anticipatory and she is so sensitive and balanced that she moves with you like your shirt.  You move just a fraction before it does, but it catches up pretty fast, and you land together.

This coordination is possible because the close embrace means you can sense your partner’s balance and body position in minute detail.  It cannot work by the normal dance process of the follow noticing the lead’s signal of what to do, then she ordering her body to do it.  The lead’s volition passes to the follow without intellectual intervention.  Her chest moves to stay with his.  She relaxes, and lets it happen.  My “cognac” partner in this respect says all she does is close her eyes and think on my chest.  The delicacy of her movements cannot be expressed.

After that, her body follows.  If her shoulders had to twist, her hips will catch up with that twist.  If the move was straight, the hips will displace straight.  That is the baseline idea.  The baseline idea quickly gets complicated, but you have to “have” it first.  The lead moves his chest, to get the follow’s chest to move.  Then the follow catches up, with her hips and legs.
The first kind of displacement is stepping forward or sideways.  It is a straight displacement of the solar plexus in one direction: front, sideways, or back.  The follow moves her solar plexus to match, and this puts her slightly off balance.  Her foot then shoots out to catch herself, and she is now taking the step the lead wanted.  He is “dancing’ her feet, in this way.  What he does with his own feet is not important.  In strict milonguero style, it is seldom even interesting.  He does not draw attention from the woman, who is doing the dancing.  Having moved her chest a teeny bit, and moved her leg out to catch herself, the follow has her weight near where it started.  She will complete the step by keeping her hips under her shoulders, and continuing to displace her whole upper body “like moving a refrigerator” in an upright position.  No willowy swaying.  No visible leaning.  Just an orderly displacement, propelled from the floor by the standing foot.  Sideways, forward, or back.

Now the question is how big or how slow is the step going to be?  At the advanced level, the lead implies this and the follow influences it.  At the beginning level, the follow mostly makes an extra-big step if a big step seems to be implied, an extra-small step if a small step is implied, and a normal step otherwise.  On a crowded floor or as part of a complicated step, the lead may adjust this mid-stride.  But beginners just complete the step.  They have been put off-balance, and they take the natural step that puts them back onto balance, or as close as they can come under the circumstances.  Few leads are perfect.  But the idea is to get back to that perfect standing-still embrace.  Do not step away and separate the embrace.  Do not step into your heel and knock together.  In short, try to end just as close and just as connected as you were at the start.  He put the team out of balance to get the step; he counts on you to make the moves necessary to keep the connection.  That is “leading,” and “following.”
The second chest move is a twist, not a displacement.  The lead moves around the follow but still facing her, so the follow’s shoulders will twist above her hips, if she follows.  Straight chest moves are steps; moves around the follow as a center produce a twist.  So the follow keeps the embrace by rotating her shoulders to continue to be with the chest of the lead.
A bad lead will tear her off her center.  There is little the follow can do to maintain the embrace, under the circumstances.  In fact, it would be a mistake to take the shoulders with the lead, keeping the pressure of the embrace, and leave the hips and feet behind and out of balance.  Better to take the hips off center, lean more to the lead, and poise the unloaded foot for a step.  In short, take it as a twist lead, followed by a displacement lead, even if that was not the idea.  The embrace is increased, and the upright hips-shoulders position is maintained.  What gives is the solo balance.  In advanced moves, this can be the lead’s intention.  It should not be his intention to tilt the upper body, much.

With a pure led rotation, the upper body of the follow makes that twist, and her hips will stay put for a split second.  Then as the twist develops further, the hips will “catch up” and often pass the shoulders.  The legs will be gathered close at the knees.  This is a pivot on the ball of the standing foot.  Pivots are usually followed by a step in the new direction of the hips.  But the idea is that pivots and steps are two different moves.  They are made one before the other.  Not together.

As with a step, a pivot does not have any visible willowy movement.  Hips do not move up or down.  Everything stays even.  It is a twist, not a swing or a swoop.  This maintains that pure, simple, sweet embrace.  Nothing happens up top.  Ideally the lead has not moved the follow’s center, so no foot reaches out to the floor for balance.  That will come in a second, as a displacement step.  The twist was the “set up.”  Things blur, particularly in the molinete, but it will not hurt to think of twists and steps as separate.  And it will hurt if you do not lead them that way.  (The complication in the molinete is that the lead pivots with his chest, and the follow runs around him, trying to keep their chests in the embrace and him on balance as the center.)
As with steps, there is the question of how big a twist, and how fast.  Different from a step, there are few small twists.  Follows almost always twist the hips double the shoulder’s twist.  A common exception is the hint of a twist the lead makes when he leads a sidestep in the “wrong” direction—that is to say in stepping across the standing leg. Then the twist says whether to cross in front or behind.  Mostly you will not feel this at all.  You just take whatever feels right, and it will be.  Leads don’t think this through, either.  They just sort of “will it” one way of the other and it happens.  And if they do the move strictly correctly, they decide you with a small move backwards or forwards.  This either creates the space between you for the forward cross, or closes it up for the back cross.  The micro-twist is just a pre-lead.  But do not weep bitter tears if you get help from neither.  Just take a step and let the lead figure out what to do with it.  The idea is to keep the embrace.  Steps are secondary.  As one partner I have says: “no one could tell it wasn’t what we intended.”  If the embrace changes, they can tell.  And so can you.
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The Embrace: Leaning

There are tango moves that require a change in the embrace.  The first is the volcada, in which the lead takes extra weight into the embrace in order to hold the follow to him while her feet stay away.  The other is colgada, in which the couple turns around a point and hold each other to prevent centripetal force from separating them.

Fair warning: my partners suggest few leads do the volcada well, and I only do a minimal milonguero colgada.  So take my words below with more than the usual caution.  Topically, the issue is what these do to the embrace.  Which embrace otherwise is this constant cozy hug that the lead microscopically spoils and the follow sensitively corrects.

The volcada is that sweeping move where the lead steps away from the follow, the follow gives him her upper body, and the follow is left balancing on an outstretched leg.  Often the free leg of the follow will be sweeping, but that is not necessary.  Here the embrace tries to stay the same, just stronger.  The lead takes the follow’s weight by holding a little with his wrapping arm, taking her to his chest, and moving his body away at a time when she cannot follow with her feet.  She does not dive onto him.  Instead she tries to maintain upright hips-under-shoulders body posture, arching her lower back into an arabesque.  She only partly succeeds, but the ideal is to try to keep the body contact even from the solar plexus (bottom of the rib cage) up.  If she does this well, the lead gets no more weight than he asks for and he can lead large top-heavy women comfortably.  (Even sylph-like follows are afraid they are too heavy, at first.)  If she leans in on him (a) she can load him up so he hurts his back and (b) she can load herself up so she hurts her back.  The lead can protect against this by turning slightly sideways and putting his hip in to take weight.  But that is pathology, not dance.  With confidence, all that happens is a very lovely and dramatic increase in the embrace, with little download.  What holds the follow up is the horizontal push-back from the embrace.  Not a vertical lift from the arms.  No sweat, and no pain.  Volcadas are pretty showy steps for old-fashioned milonguero dancing.  Others can see what is happening.  But they fit naturally into the style.  I love them; my partners love them; non-dancers watching from tables at the side applaud them.  They can be slow or fast, and they can be quite musical.

Colgadas are more difficult, at least for me.  Colgadas have the couple spinning about a central point, holding onto each other to keep from flying apart.  The idea as usual is that neither partner gives up the upright body posture.  No one leans back.  But at the same time, the two are spinning about the spot in their middle and holding each other from going backwards.  So they bend their knees and “sit” into each other’s weight.  The embrace goes “negative.”  That is, the embracing arms overcome the spinning force driving the embrace apart.  There may well be some separation.  The arms (mainly the lead’s embracing arm, with the follow as back-up) take the force of the turn.  The only colgada you can do and stay facing each other in close embrace is a pivot turn on the spot of the follow’s standing foot.  The lead’s feet are to either side, with weight changes driving the spin.  Both partners are standing almost straight (theoretically, they “sit” a little), and the embrace does not undo.  The truth is, I do not do it theoretically right—I stay pretty straight.  But I do maintain the embrace as I “cheat.”  The other truth is, I seldom see this done in close embrace, anyway.  Unless there are mirrors in the room.
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The Embrace: Gains and Losses

It is possible to keep the feeling of close embrace and not be in a chest-to-chest embrace.  Keeping the feeling means being in enough contact to be minutely aware of your partner’s entire body position and balance.  These postures are visited shortly, during particular steps.  They are not maintained.

The first not-closed close embrace has the follow facing sideways to the lead.  This happens by rolling from the heart-to-heart position to an open “V”.  Contact will be at the follows hips and the side of her chest.  The simplest of these happens naturally in an over-turned back ocho.  Strict milonguero back ocho’s are little more than a backward step taken just slightly too far around.  Even then, the lead may choose to exaggerate his steps so that he is on one side of his follow, and then the other.  He puts himself in a position to “catch her” if she were to fall too far back.  (If done sweetly and expressively, this is what I call the “fainting princess” ocho, which has its moments.)  In stepping around the side of the ocho, the lead rolls the embrace to a side-embrace.  Alternatively, the lead can ask the follow to pivot more to the side herself.  If he stays forward-facing, the embrace again becomes a side-embrace.
The other side-embrace is the “Americano,” which is not a term of endearment.  The Americano is an ancient tango step stylized for US tango movies in the 1930s.  Both partners face the open side of the embrace and step forwards with their inside legs.  Contact is at the shoulders and all along the touching sides of the thighs.  Thighs touch from knee to hip as the lower legs extend together.  If you do not do this, you loose the embrace entirely.  If you do, you still have it, and you can time your foot extensions together, which is exquisite.

The nicest part of these moves is the return to the full embrace afterwards.  It should be slow and gentle—welcoming your partner back to hearts touching and breathe together.  It heightens the appreciation of the full embrace to give it up, and recapture it.

I have said too much technical about the embrace.  I have not said enough emotional about it.  Whatever the posture, the embrace is a hug—a musical hug.  It is a feeling of giving and sharing and helping, with a bit of responsibility in there just for strength.  Ballet dancers with perfect control over posture can have a bad embrace.  Often they do as beginners, simply because their dance training has been solo.  At the same time, some lucky beginning follows can “get it” right away, which allows a good lead to do advanced moves with them, if he forgets.  The right receptive tone-without-tension works.  On the other hand, I doubt if there are any “natural” first-time leads.  The lead has to acquire several skills and some vocabulary, before he can do his part at all.

My particular advice at the start is keep it simple.  Tango is walking, with attitude.  Steps are just what you do to connect the walking parts.  If in doubt, do less, and do it slowly.  Notice your partner, and enjoy.
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Fixing Embraces

These are some notes on difficulties with the embrace.  By “the embrace” in this case I mean the milonguero tango embrace.  This is the embrace where the dancers are chest-to-chest with chests mostly parallel, although usually slightly offset.  It has been referred to romantically as the “heart to heart” embrace.  Less romantically, it is referred to as the “four tit” embrace.  The V embrace with only one side closed is the salon, or “two tit” embrace.  And the completely open embrace is the “no tit” embrace.  Don’t blame me.  I didn’t make these terms up.  This discussion is the milonguero chest-to-chest embrace.

First of all, there is indeed an ideal embrace norm.  Or at least there is a central tendency.  This is the embrace that in the United States is also referred to as the “Portland embrace,” because many famous and good teachers in Portland, Oregon have made this the norm there.  A “good” embrace involves the chests touching softly from below the solar plexus up to the breast bone.  Or as much as possible given the shapes and sizes of the partners.  The arms and shoulders are down and relaxed, and the elbows point down.  The open-side hands are at a level near shoulder height, and the lead’s hand is in a position so that if it held a mirror in the palm, the follow could see herself.  The lead’s closed arm is around the follow, so the arm contact is even from the inside of the elbow out to the wrist, palm, and fingers.  The force of the arm matches the compression between the chests so the follow is held softly and evenly all around.  If she were a bag of popcorn, no kernel would crush.  The force varies, being strong for beginners where there is lots of jostling, strong for advanced dancers during big or surprising moves, and light for advanced dancers when they know each other so well there is no variation as they take steps.  The follow’s arm on the closed side is around the lead, or across his shoulder if her height allows comfortably, and there is a lot of touching both between the arms and around his back.
This is the norm, with variations to accommodate heights and shapes, as discussed later.  Individuals may choose to be different, as long as it is comfortable and works for the partnership.  Most of the rest of this discussion is about how the lead can adjust, when the follow is not doing it along the traditional lines.

We start with how to take the embrace.  The partners face each other about a foot-length apart.  The follow puts her open-side hand up and out for the lead to take.  The lead takes her hand and positions the two gently for the embrace.  The lead drops is embracing arm down and reaches it up and around back with the thumb-side tilted towards the follow.  In this way he is not grabbing her, but sliding to his position.  The follow determines how close the embrace is by how much she gives her body to the embrace as she wraps her closed-side arm around the lead.  They both lean together by moving their chests forwards from the solar plexus up.  Their weight would be rocked into their toes, except for the pushing of the chests together, which reestablishes the balance to the middle of the feet when standing still.

At this point the lead will take a couple of soft, deep breaths while he senses his follow’s mood and feelings.  This is absolutely required.  Then he may shift their weight, foot to foot, once or twice, ending on the closed-side foot.  From there he will circle his open-side foot slightly and take the first step.  If the step is forward, the circle is sideaway-back-sidein-foward-and step front.  If the step is to the side, the circle is sidein-back-sideout-forward-and step side.  It is a very small swoop.  As he does this his body will counter-balance and counter-twist very slightly.  The follow will be dead certain of which first step is about to be taken.  As a point of taste, it is often best to make this step on a minor beat of the music, not at the beginning of a phrase.  Otherwise, your start is too dramatic and showy, not intimate.  You want to slip into moving together, not dive with a splash.

The lead will sense the follow’s reaction to this first step and calibrate the next walking steps accordingly.  After sensing her mood, he will be sensing her movement style.  Is she quick and hot, slow and sultry, balanced, light, or strong?  Does she anticipate, give resistance, leap to complete the step, or need guiding to end on time and in the right place.  Is her step bigger than expected, or small, too quick, or a bit weighted?  He needs to begin to know her style and feeling.

After that he will adjust the partnership to make the embrace as comfortable for both of them as possible.  There is no useful distinction between his comfort and hers.  They are the same thing.  He should try for comfort and trust.  For some, it will take the first song or even two.  For some, it will be there in the second step.  It depends on skill, mood, experience, and whether their styles match at once.  He will dance simply until there is no doubt that the connection is trustworthy and sweet.  Only then will he take chances to amuse or delight.

Now, how does he deal with things that can go wrong?  How does he work with a follow whose idea of an embrace is awkwardly different from the ideal?

First of all, he tries to seduce her towards the ideal.  This he does more with steps than with adjustments of the embrace.  Second, he tries to adjust his embrace to minimize any awkwardness.  Only if he completely fails does he go into a defensive mode, where he adjusts the embrace and steps to survive coldly until the next tanda.

Here is a list of common embraces and how to deal with them.  Some are easier than others.

TOO TENSE:  The ideal embrace is, as the Italians say about pasta, “al dente.”  That is, the partners are toned but not tense.  Alert but not rigid.  Few follows are tense because they think that is right.  They are tense because they are afraid of doing it wrong.  You need to make them comfortable and secure.  Smile when they take a nice step.  Appreciate a move that is good with the music.  Lead slowly, no double-times, some half-times, and some pauses.  Relax your shoulder muscles, and the muscles in your arms, hands, chest, and neck.  If she moves well with one step, say back ochos, then do more back ochos.  Stay simple, and no surprises.  Move as if you were in molasses.  Slide your feet slowly, never pick them up.  Put them down fully and restfully.  And breathe.  Breathe slowly, and fully.  Overall, exude softness and comfort.  Cherish her, rock her slowly, sweep her gently.  Create an opium cloud of security and trust.

Only if this has no effect, you can try contrast.  Thrash her around a little bit, responding to her tension with big, strong moves.  Then slow it down again, and see if she relaxes.  Beat her up a bit, then comfort her.  But be sure you are playing.  Pull your punches.  Take big steps and strong steps, but lead into them and start them smoothly.  No hits, just swoops and sweeps.  Rise to a stop, and descend out.  Do not be sudden or sharp.  Be muscular, but smooth.

Overly tense follows can almost always be smoothed out.  Keep trying.  They will love you for it when you succeed.

ARMATURE ARM:  Ballroom dancers and some who pick up the pose will lock their open arm into a fixed armature, usually with the elbow back instead of down.  Leads who do this for some reason also tend to stick their thumbs up, like hitchhiking.  Armature arms are usually accompanied by tension across the shoulders and a fixed chest, with no spring or life.  The ideal tango arm is springy.  It offers no resistance to collapsing until it has moved out of position a half an inch, then it tries to position the body behind it so the arm is back where it belongs.  But it tries to do this gently.  Close embrace movements are lead by the torso.  If the arms are used, they are used because the basic communication has failed.  A tense arm is the other idea, moving the body will come from moving the arm.  Not normally right, for tango.

The first thing to do with an armature arm is lower the arms and try to move the hand closer to the body.  If this does not work, do not wrestle them there.  Let go and re-establish the hands at the new position.  You may have to do this a few times, as the pauses in the music allow.  It works sometimes.  But there will be a tendency for that armature to creep back.

The second thing to do is try for that awkward wrapped hand-hold you see in tango fairly frequently: with the lead twisting his hand so the back faces his partner.  Or the other extreme, which is a hand held out flat, as if for a tray.  Either case makes it hard to expect much leverage from the hand, in the lead.

The last thing to try is extreme.  There is a very old tango arm where the lead holds hands down, near the seam of his pants.  It can be too sexy for some conditions.  But it kills the armature arm.  Of course you cannot wrestle your way to that hold.  So you release and offer your hand lower.  You may end up with no hands held at all on that side, which also solves your problem.  The only complication is that the arms cannot serve to back-up an imperfect lead or follow with that little corrective touch that keeps anyone watching from knowing that the perfect embrace was not quite perfect.

FOREHEAD EMBRACE:  An unfortunate variation of both the close and the salon embrace one comes across in the United States is what I call the “forehead embrace.”  This seems to involve trying to limit all bodily contact between the partners to the arms and forehead.  It is done by the follow putting her head down in a head-butt position against the lead’s face.  He of necessity must respond with a similar position, because her forehead is hard.  This has several disadvantages.  It limits control, because there is too little left or right side to the forehead—just the one balance point.  It creates poor posture for dance, because your necks are too far forwards.  It removes the more subtle expressions that cheek to cheek affords as an addition to the dance.  And it moves the counter-balance to the arms in moves like a volcada or a lean.  What you get is the spatial limitations in tango that close embrace suffers added to the balance limitations that open embrace has.  In case you are wondering, the “forehead embrace” is not taught by any teachers I have known.  It is developed spontaneously, as an aberration.

My feeling about the “forehead embrace” is that it is an adaptation of people who do not want to dance close embrace, but do not want to admit it.  Perhaps they are shy about their bodies.  Perhaps they do not like their partner.  Perhaps he is sweaty.  Perhaps he is a “crusher.”  I say to follows, if you need to dance tango in open embrace, be honest about it.  Put that right hand up against the lead’s bicep when first taking the embrace, and hold your distance.  Otherwise, you are supposed to paint yourself on the front of the lead’s body.

I have found no counter-move to the forehead embrace.  But it can be mitigated.  As with most imperfect embrace, the first line of defense is not posture, but step selection.  Take steps that emphasis pivots.  Molinetes are particularly difficult to maintain the forehead embrace while executing.  The ocho cortado can be done with a full turn on the crossing return step, which also breaks the forehead free.  A front ocho, otherwise a rare move in close embrace, also requires improved posture.  A last resort is the Americano, which is the step where both face forwards shoulder-to-shoulder and are joined by contact between the outsides of the forward-stepping legs.  Here the heads cannot take force.

Some postural mitigation can happen if the lead maintains an erect, high-necked head position and further raises his breast bone a little bit extra.  Finally, the follow should not be allowed to put pressure on the open-side hand.  Be sure your shoulders are dropped down and back and the elbows are down so no balancing force can be applied, at least not continuously.  Finally, do not be tempted to try to correct the lower body inward lean with pressure with your encircling arm.  Keep it high across the back and gentle.  Pressure, particularly pressure low down might seem to force a more upright embrace.  But her counter is to carry the pressure through to the forehead, which makes things worse.  Plus it hurts her back.

As with many bad embraces, the ultimate solution is to switch to an open embrace.  If you are a close-embrace dancer, that also means you won’t be asking her again.  The dreaded forehead embrace is typically a format of a fairly experienced dancer.  She will not be growing out of it soon.  Examples I have moved into a nicer embrace by the third song in a tanda had a wonderful dance.  They felt moved and delighted.  But they were out there with their foreheads again, the next time I danced them.

HANGING:  Beginning follows often get confused between the force between the chests in a close embrace and the weight they put into their embracing closed-side arm.  This is even more tempting to do when the arm is draped up and over the lead’s shoulder.  Unless the follow is tall, or very experienced, this draping leads to a lifted shoulder and the lead gets the combined weight of arm and shoulder plus whatever else tension through the shoulder adds.  Hanging is a beginning lead just learning, so patience, encouragement, and endurance are called for from the follow.

Often the lead can gently suggest some correction.  Normally, the tradition in tango is not to speak to correct your partner.  However, beginners are open to a few words between dances.  You must precede what you say with “may I tell you something?”  And it is best to say not that they are doing it wrong but “for me, I like…”  What you want is the arm maybe around more to your side, a lighter embrace, and more of a feeling of being pressed together at a weight that matches the pressure of your encircling arm.  So that the force comes from a feeling of being held and cherished.  They should allow themselves to be surrounded so that if they were a bag of popcorn, not a kernel would be crushed.  Popcorn, you see, is practically weightless (but don’t say that).  Remember, there is no separate comfort in the embrace.  If you are uncomfortable so is she, and if you are comfortable, she will be too.  It pays to help a beginner evolve to a sweet embrace.  A good embrace gets more dances than a good dress.

Meanwhile, short of speaking, a hanging embrace is open to correction by any move that causes the follow to stand on her own balance.  This means pivots, walking turns on one foot, fully turned ochos, and so on.  Also do not let the hang pull you over; be sure and stand upright with your feet flat on the ground, knees slightly flexed, and heels carrying some load.  This is the same as saying “be grounded.”  It is good advice for many embrace errors.  The worse the embrace, the more grounding the lead needs to maintain.

CHOO-CHOO TRAIN: The train embrace is not so much an embrace as a way of reacting to the lead.  The follow starts out with a normal, nice, even embrace.  You take the first forward step.  At this point the follow takes over.  She pushes into your embracing arm and starts pulling you with her backwards steps.  A space opens up between your bodies.  From then on it is a struggle to slow her down as she plows down the dance floor.

Sometimes it is your fault.  You are not leading with your center, your solar plexus.  You are giving signals to take a step, instead of subtly displacing her center so her unweighted foot naturally reaches out to protect and project her balance.  You may also be under-stating the contra-body movement.  A very good thing for beginners is to overdo the tango twist and the forward thrust.  This gets them into the idea that they are balancing with your body, not away from it.  But when the follow separates and pushes into your embracing arm, you have lost her.

One solution is to let her go.  You stand there and take a pause, or at most a small step.  But then you both have to cover for the interruption of the embrace, reconnect, and start off again.  And again, you will get the train.  There is, pardon my saying, no training.

As always, your first resort is in your step repertoire.  Avoid forward steps.  Make your back ochos turned as fully as the milonguero style allows.  Dance in place, with circles.  Do some check steps.  Do some volcadas, to get her used to leaning into your chest.  Avoid double-time.  In fact, see if you can sneak in some half-time steps.  At all costs avoid holding her in.  And avoid tipping towards her.  Drop your center, flex your knees, ground the bottoms of your feet and hold your place upright.  And let her go, rather than let her pull you off.

I have found that after about a dance, with patience, the trains slow down and begin to dance with their partners, instead of away from them.  The problem was they were nervous, eager to please, and someone somewhere told them that advanced follows completed the step and gave energy back.  But with advanced follows, you never have a clue how much they are taking the leadership in finishing the step on the music and in style.  With choo-choo trains, you are dragged halfway through to a second step, before you know it.  You have to make your embrace so sweet and inviting and comforting that they hate to leave it.  Of course, with them pulling and bouncing away, that is difficult.  But with the right step combinations, you can put them to sleep in your arms.  Really.

TEEPEE:  The teepee embrace is a close embrace that is only close at the very top—across the top of the chest at or above the breasts.  From there on down the follow is trying to create a straight line that puts her feet away from your feet.  At first glance, the teepee embrace seems like the dreaded forehead embrace.  But it is not.  Teepee embraces come from well-adjusted women who like the idea of a body-to-body embrace.  It is just that they have not figured out how to avoid bumping knees.  So they are trying to be close, but get their feet far away.  What they miss is that the way to avoid knees is to be sensitive to the couple’s movement and balance.  That sensitivity comes from contact near the centers of gravity.  Not the precarious tip-top lean.  If more space is needed for some moves, more weight goes into the embrace and more separation happens between the partners’ feet.  But that separation starts at the hips, not at the top of the chest.

The solution is to solve her problem for her.  Make all your leads slow, with lots of wind-up and anticipation.  Get her comfortable that she will not be knocking knees.  Then you can do some pivots and turns, which force her back to vertical.  Eventually, the partnership will move closer to the full-body embrace.  At least if the music lets you.  

If you are unfortunate to be dancing to one of the “sewing machine tandas,” you are out of luck.  By this I mean slightly faster and insistently rhythmic tango music.  These tangos go “tocketa tocketa tocketa tocketa” for 2 minutes.  Then the DJ plays another one just like it.  No violins, and no melody.  Disco-tango.  Milonguero tango is danced with the music, not on it.  Dancing on the music is called marching.  And the teepee embrace is only reinforced by march music.  In which case, the solution is to march to the music.  In the teepee embrace, you cannot fight it.  So go with it, with gusto.  Think of it as a polka.  Ham it up.  The teepee embrace is not very intimate.  Neither is marching.  So be the music, and save your heroic efforts for DiSarli.  If you cannot dance the starch out of a teepee embrace with a tanda of early DiSarli, you need some private lessons to soften your embrace, too.

SALSA HIPS:  Tango is sexy.  Women wiggling their hips feel sexy.  So some women wiggle their hips when they dance tango.  A little hip movement is OK.  More can be good, with an advanced dancer playing around.  But at the start, most women need to keep their hips more even.  When they celebrate sensuality with hip movements, they break the lead’s contact with their feet.  In short, they muddy up the embrace.  And it was the embrace that made them feel sexy in the first place.  So get real.

What can the lead do?  This is one where steps are not the answer.  I say this even though it remains the lead’s job to sort out what steps work for the partnership and what do not, during the first song of the tanda.  So yes, avoid steps where she sinks too much in her hips.  But the more useful solution is to lift a little when she is going to sink, and to do smaller and quicker steps.  Do not tempt her so much.  Also, go with it.  It is her style, and you are a couple.  If there is space for walking, a long musical walk, maybe with some moving outside and back, gives her a chance to celebrate and swing her hips a bit, without breaking the connection.  So too with slow ochos.  Salsa hips screw you up on big sidesteps, but not much otherwise.  So if you lead a big sidestep, give her time to wiggle before the next move.  This is a case where the best solution can be to just let the couple enjoy, rather than fix it.  As she gets the feel of the music and the partnering, it will get smaller and more appropriate.

WILLOW EMBRACE: The willow embrace is the pathological version of salsa hips.  Here the follow is not feeling sexy.  She does not have the salsa tone and balance.  She is just plain floppy between her ribs and her legs.  You have no idea what her feet are doing.  Likely neither does she.

Willows need private lessons.  They need a whole body-attitude adjustment.  There is precious little the lead can do to fix things.  Keep her up a bit on her toes.  Keep a bit of lift in the embrace.  Keep the steps simple.  When you cannot tell which foot her weight is on, lead a semi-back ocho that can be either an ocho or a walk, depending on which foot she decides is free.  Hopefully after a step or two you too will have figured it out.  Keep the steps on the rhythm, so you can keep mental track of which foot is free.  (But be aware, some willows also volunteer traspie-weight changes.  In which case, the only thing to do is move to open embrace and use your eyes.)  With a willow it is going to be a long tanda, and you are going to need a drink afterwards.  Do not, under any circumstances, dance someone important to you immediately after dancing a willow.  Your attitude towards women will not be a benefit to you.

BELLY TO BELLY:  Most dancers make the embrace contact too high.  They embrace at the chest, but not as far toward the solar plexus as they can.  Too low is different.  It means contact mainly at the belly and maybe even at the pelvis.
If the embrace is too low, there is not enough room to separate the feet and dance.  This is not a problem if the lead has a big belly.  Big-bellied leads create foot-space automatically.  And belly-dancing follows like big-bellied leads, because everything works out fine.  But with a lead who is more trim and normal, the belly-embrace limits the steps that can work.  Worse yet, it takes away the cheek-to-cheek intimacy.

Do not respond to the belly embrace by forcing the upper body towards you.  Remember the ideal embrace has a circle of holding that is even all around-from the front to the inside of the elbow and down the embracing arm.  You are holding, even treasuring, someone delicate.  Do not give this idea up in a vain attempt to override a belly embrace.  Actually, do not override any embrace.  It will only make things worse.  If you override a belly embrace, you do not have leverage.  She will end up pulling you over on top of her and you both will fall to her backwards.  Ugly.
Back to belly-dancing.  How to fix it.  Actually, you cannot.  You have to learn to dance with it.  Find the small repertoire that works: little turns away and back, small steps.  Pauses.  As always, pivots require more separate balance and tend to correct improper mutual balances.
You cannot fix it.  But you can avoid making it worse. Stand up tall your self.  Do separate your upper bodies if you have to.  Do not lean over the top and let yourself be pulled over forwards.  Instead crouch a little bit more in the knees and feet to keep grounded.  Recognize that more of the contact than usual will be in the thighs, and dance to make a dance of that.

BACK DIVE:  The back dive is a variation of the belly-to-belly embrace.  It looks a little different because it involves the ballroom posture with shoulders and head held disdainfully away from you.  Sometimes it feels like the choo-choo train, but it is not because the backwards pressure is only in the shoulders.  It is not the whole body pulling away.  Once you recognize you have a back dive, you treat is the same as the belly-to-belly, above.

The back dive embrace happens sometimes with dancers trained in ballroom technique.  As near as I can tell, ballroom dancers have great feet, great shoes, perfect dresses, over-the-top make up.  But they basically dance with their partners with an upper body posture that says, “I cannot stand this person.”  They dance together at the belly, but they lean away with a disdainful look as much as they can.  Not the sultry or dreamy look of a tango follow, but the haughty look of a woman whose price you have not met.

That is not tango.  In tango, you do not care what anyone watching thinks.  People watching do not have a clue how intimate, how personal, how sensitive, how delicate, how private tango is.  They see two people shambling around somewhat in time with the music.  Except both of them have expressions of dreamy, rapt joy on their faces.  And you wonder why.  They don’t care what you wonder.  They just regret it when the music stops.  Even show tango should be this way.  If the partners do not pause quietly together at the end, before acknowledging the audience, they are not real tango dancers and you did not see a real tango.  What you saw was brilliant professional dancing.

NO BALANCE:  Some follows take too literally the command to give themselves to their partners.  They miss that the only way they move with the lead is to accept the small off-balances he creates and strive to restore their upright balance of hips directly below shoulders, and feet below hips.  So leading involves putting the follow slightly off-balance, and the follow just naturally takes the step he wants as she protects that balance.  Unless she has given up on her part of this idea.  Then you get a “no balance” follow.  The other time you get a no-balance follow is when one of you usual good follows has too much to drink.  One glass of wine often improves a follow.  The mistake comes when she doesn’t get asked and absent-mindedly moves on to more.

There are truly two kinds of no-balance follows.  The worst not only do not keep themselves upright, but also give no feel for what their feet are doing.  The better at least give you a pretty good idea which foot is weight-bearing.

Pushing a follow to her balance as she completes each step is exhausting.  The effort drains choreography and eliminates delicacy of timing or expression.  So you need her to take her share of the partnership.  With a beginner, this will not be easy.  You cannot just keep putting her on balance and expect she will catch on.  She has the wrong image of what she is supposed to do in her head.  You have to get the right image there.

One idea is to give the follow a constant lift by holding her between your chest and arm and lifting with a weight of perhaps 10 lbs (4 kg).  This is an old milonguero trick for making a follow feel good.  Everyone likes to be a few pounds lighter, particularly people wearing high-heels.  This trick is pulls the shoulders above the hips, making the body upright, as it should be.  So balance improves, naturally.  At this point it would be good to say “nice” when she is on balance, in deep appreciation of the delicacy and wonderfulness of her dance interpretation.  This is in contrast to the muffled grunts (I exaggerate) she hears when you have to lift her back onto her feet.  Keep it up for half a song or more.  If things don’t improve, move to an open embrace.  Then she will have to take her own balance.  Actually, you can try to move to a very light embrace, which sometimes has the same effect.  Other times, she starts to hang on you as she falls.  As long as she doesn’t hit the floor, your responsibility has been duly honored.

AROUND THE CORNER:  This embrace happens when the follow does a full-front embrace, but against the lead’s right corner.  There is the saloon embrace, where a V is formed by touching on the closed-side corners.  But this is different.  This is a parallel embrace that has slipped around to the lead’s right side.  It restricts movements to her left, and it often takes the follow off balance.  Such an embrace is often associated with keeping the open-side hands tucked into the follows left shoulder and with a face-to-face head position.  It sometimes comes with an upright body position, giving insufficient lean.  You end up holding her by force of your arm, and not sharing balance as you should.

The normal solution to an embrace that slips around the side is to take a step that opens the embrace slightly, and then re-connect in the proper alignment.  This slight opening happens most often by leading a good step forward, and then coming a bit short with your own step at the same time as releasing the embracing arm.  Then you can reconnect on the next step.  Reconnect softly.  It can often be a nice moment when you retake your partner into your arms.
Unfortunately, a follow with a prejudice for the around-the-corner position will slip back around whenever the steps allow.  So you have to keep floating her back in front.  You can try keeping the open side arm a bit more outstretched, but this is hard because the cuddle formed by the corner embrace and tucked hands is quite cozy and affectionate.  You can also try dropping the embracing arm down so your hand rests lower, on her open-side waist.  This too is an affectionate move, but it also serves the purpose of tightening up the closed side elbow position, which will hold the embrace more towards the center.

In the end you may have to decide.  The corner embrace can be cozy and you may want to put up with the step limitations and keep it as is.  Or you may want to try to move it to a fuller normal embrace, which in the end is a better connection, both from a dance viewpoint and also from the viewpoint of real intimacy.  It is likely more a matter of your relationship with your partner than one of dance alone.

CLOTHING EMBRACE:  The clothing embrace is a proper full-body embrace, but taken a half inch away from your body.  So the only things that touch are the fringes of her clothing, and yours.  There may be some positive connection in the arms and even in your embracing arm.  And there is no pulling away.  The follow may well be an advanced follow with so much skill she can get by without the full connection and mutual balance of a real embrace.  It may be she is skilled, but not affectionate.  It may be your shirt is wet and she does not want to touch it.  I have never known.

The hard thing with the clothing embrace is to not feel rejected.  She is holding you as if she did not want to touch you.  It makes you feel like a soiled diaper.  Not a feeling easily reconciled with a cherishing tango lead.

The first defense is to be confident of your hygiene.  A good shower, fresh clothes, the use of toothbrush, mouthwash, and deodorant all are important.  A collection of fresh shirts to change to on hot days is deeply appreciated.  If she is still fussy, she is too fussy and you should not feel bad about it.  Real dancers sweat.  Have you ever been onstage at a ballet?  Big drops fly everywhere all the time, while the audience is thinking “how ethereal.”  So do not feel too bad, as long as you are making a good effort.

The second defense is to dance her as sweetly as you know how.  You have to make her want to curl up in you arms.  The clothing embrace very quickly becomes an open embrace if you start doing fancy movements.  You want the opposite: slow, graceful, hypnotic movements help.

The third thing is to give her extra chances to take the lead.  To lead she will have to know your balance and placement, which she does not with the clothing embrace.  So if she wants to do those parradas and crosses, and little extra steps out and back to balance, she is going to have to close it up.  You may find she makes real contact on rotated positions, her side to your front.  So lead more of them.  See what works, and use it.

The final thing to try is leaning steps: volcadas and those moves where you walk around her as she balances on one foot, and you walk away and take weight.  Get her used to the shared balance and the lean.  Maybe she will get over her fears.

KNEE BANGER:  Knee bangers are follows who do not follow.  Except when they are follows working with bad leads.  If knees bang, the first thing to check is your faults: are you leading with your solar plexus?  Are you doing a little windup when you can, causing contra-body movements just ahead of taking steps?  More broadly, are you leading turns with your shoulders and not your arms or your hips?  Do you find yourself using the head-lead.  That is gazing at the direction you want her to go, because she did not get it from your body.  First thing to check with a knee-banger is your own leading.

Otherwise, knee bangers are often trying too hard to figure out what to do, instead of relaxing and falling into the steps your lead makes them do.  This is not a permanent affliction.  If you exaggerate your leads a bit, add extra contra-body movement, and keep the steps consistently simple, she will come to see it all works out with little effort after all.  Then you can surprise her with a few new movements, and if she gets confused and falls into them before she figures out she is doing them, you have your battle won.  If she balks halfway through because she does not recognize what she was just about to do, you have made things worse.  Unfortunately.  When there is a balk, it is one of those times when you can speak yes, or nod, or hum OK, to indicate she had it right after all.  Not a full explanation, just a confirmation that the step she was taking was good.

The other reason you get knee-banging is a follow who dances with bent knees and fails to extend the reaching leg fully, or keep the supporting leg flexed and not bent.  The solution in this case is the same as above, but it is less likely to work.  Bigger steps sometimes cause real extensions, if that helps.

Follows like to be given a second chance, when they know they have messed up a move.  Try to do it again, clearly so they have a chance to recognize it and get it right.  If they improve, you can try a third time.  This cements and celebrates the partnership.  If she does not improve on the second try, skip that move and dance on to something else.

TANGLE FOOT:  What keeps feet from tangling is the lean in the embrace.  It allows the feet to be slightly separated down below.  What makes feet tangle in any embrace with the wrong lean.  So the belly embrace, the hanging embrace, salsa hips, willow embrace, no balance, and clothing embraces all can end up with tangled feet.  Tangled feet can also happen when the follow is stepping over space instead of gliding into her feet positions.  Stepping gives no feel until the foot lands, boom.  The bump makes a small jarring disconnect in the embrace.  Harsh stepping is sometimes a follow who is not adjusted to her high heels yet.  So it may go away in a few moments.  If not, see below.

In a good embrace the lead knows exactly when the follow’s foot hits the floor.  Actually, he knows more.  He knows whether she slides her foot or lifts it, how gently she takes weight, and how much weight has been transferred.  He senses this because her posture is straight, her body relaxed but toned, and he can feel her center draped lightly across the front of his chest.  With many imperfect embraces, all this sense of footwork is lost.  

The first line of defense is to improve the specific embrace errors.  The willow embrace and the clothing embrace are difficult.  The others can be improved.

The second line of defense is the usual: be more grounded and be sure your chest and belly are projecting out with each step.  Make all your leads extra-clear, and all your steps fairly slow and predictable.  This is not a follow who wants to be surprised and delighted with the originality of your combinations.  Avoid unpredictable changes of direction.

One thing NOT to do the “John Wayne.”  That is, do not solve knee-banging or tangled feet by stepping to first one outside and then the other outside of your partner’s feet.  If you have to, you can take lots of steps all on the inside or outside track, but do not stagger side to side between them.  Save that for the cowboy movies.

As the follow relaxes and gains confidence, she will usually begin to feel the lead more intuitively and therefore faster, and the tangled feet will happen less and less often.  However this will not happen if the problem is with her taking too many steps, instead of too slow.  Some follows sneak in extra surprise weight changes during a step.  Frankly I haven’t much help to offer.  I try coming to a dead halt and restarting every time this happens.  Some learn.  The rest keep on skipping away.  Just remember what they look like, so you don’t ask them to dance again.  No matter what she looks like standing still.

TOO TALL:  Tango is one dance that works better when the partners are of roughly matched heights.  That means the follow is even in height with the lead, or at most 5 inches shorter.  This is when she is wearing her dancing heels, which are usually 3 inches high.  The reason this is important is the close embrace involves contact up and down the body, and it works best if the hearts are at about the same level.  The physics way to say this is it works better if the lead’s center of gravity is just above the follow’s.

The problem with a tall follow is her center of gravity is higher than the lead’s.  This changes the way the cooperative balance works.  The lead tends to tip the follow over, instead of displacing her.  And he has to lead up, instead of a little bit down.  These things make him feel awkward.
Fortunately, taller women know this and they have often learned to compensate.  It is a mistake for the follow to lean or crouch.  This spoils the movement and the embrace.  The best is to develop an above-average balance so that the lead does not tip you over, but displaces your center as he should.  This involves keeping your tummy engaged in the embrace, or at least the top edge of it at your solar plexus.  It also helps to keep your head up.  Leaning far over to achieve the cheek-to-cheek is poor posture for dance.  Tango does affect that styling and experienced dancers learn to do it with an arch at the back of their necks so it does little harm.  But coming over and down will certainly put your head forward and harm your balance.  And tall follows need their balance, for sure.

Meanwhile the lead needs to avoid the temptation to stand on his toes, to make the embrace more aligned.  Standing on his toes works against a good grounding, and a good grounding is what he is going to need to cope with the follow’s high center of gravity.  So by all means rise tall from the waist up to the top of your hair, but keep the knees slightly flexed and your feet into the ground.

One thing the lead can do for a tall follow is adjust his embracing arm up a bit from his normal relaxed position.  A low embracing arm will limit the follow when she wants to swivel her hips below her shoulders.  Remember, the follow’s shoulders go with the lead’s, but the follow’s hips point in the direction her feet are going to step.  Inhibiting the tango twist of hips against shoulders will diminish the dance.

Another issue is the blind spot.  A tall follow blocks a good bit of the dance floor, so the lead has to be extra careful about whether other dancers are hidden by her head.  Unfortunately, tall follows do not help this out; they can very well have hair on the embrace side that sticks out and blocks the view.  Follows in general need to look in the mirror and see if their hairdo will get in their follow’s eyes.  For instance, frizz is overrated.  There is something to be said for the sleek, ’20s hairdo on a tango follow: it never blocks the lead’s view or gets in his eyes.  Also, tall follows do well to limit earrings in their right ears to simple studs.  Large right earrings will bang their partners in the face.  Having a left earring but not a right one is appropriate and even a bit sexy, for tango.  You are, in a sense, half undressed, out of consideration for your partner.

Finally, tall follows somehow end up with less lean and less separation from their partners’ feet.  It might be they are afraid of a heavy lean, and do not lean enough to create foot space.  It might be low embrace prevents a good lean.  In any case, the lead might have to deal with a bit of extra tightness in the foot spacing, with a tall follow.

So dance with tall follows, by all means.  But it will be a little more difficult to establish a good embrace and soft movements.  You will have to compromise your form a little bit, to compensate.

TOO SHORT:  Short follows create a different problem.  The main complication is that the contact is between the lead’s belly and the follow’s chest.  This means the contact is not as intimate or informative as usual for tango.  It also limits the lead’s ability to twist hips below shoulders.  Fortunately, leads do not need to do this as much as follows.  In fact quite spherical leads, who therefore have a hard time disassociating their shoulders from their hips, can still be adequate tango leads.

The embrace of a short follow works best with the encircling arm angled downwards.  The follow, of course, will have to wrap her arm around the side, or hold the lead’s upper arm.  Try for comfort.  On the open side, hands need to be low--at or below eye level for the follow.  Tall leads will make the mistake of raising the hands too high for comfort.  This is particularly important for older follows.  Shoulders can be stiff and not like having the arm raised.

A short follow has to adapt to a different head position.  Short follows put their left ear on their lead’s chest.  Whether they dance with their eyes open or closed, they don’t see much.

Short follows adapt.  They seem always to be able to take quite big steps, when big steps are led.  Hooks (enganches) will be difficult, because the knees are in the wrong places.  Sacadas will mostly work, but they should be done gently and late.  Volcadas work, but weight is mostly taken in the arms.  Colgadas work fine; the embracing arm is across the follow’s back, so it becomes difficult to “back dive.”  But Colgadas to the side require care, since the hand position is not optimal.

TOO ROUND:  Round women have a tough life in tango.  I have known some that dance lightly, with delicate balance, superb response to the lead, and some quickness.  However, they are fighting to overcome three difficulties.

The first difficulty for a round follow is that her hips may not be able to twist as far against her shoulders as tango requires.  So she will be fudging the embrace some. That is, she will require a more open embrace so she can move her shoulders around a bit where others might not.  This is not good practice in general, since it breaks the intimate communication of the embrace.  So try not to lead too many large ochos or other pivots.

The second difficulty for a round follow is that she does not change direction as quickly as normal.  When dance floors are crowded or other dancers are unpredictable, the lead has to modify steps as he takes them, to get away from collisions.  Sometimes he even has to “take back” a step he has led, before it has landed.  Leads with sore knees will give them a good workout under these conditions, as half-balanced twists become common.  In traffic, the lead is in fall-back mode from time to time.  The arms are helping protect and move the follow when sudden adjustments are required.  A follow with lots of mass cannot be helped as much or as easily away from the danger of a collision.

The third difficulty for wide follows is the leads may not ‘clear’ around them, when the leading move requires moving around outside (closed side) or even sometimes inside the follow.  Leads have to loosen up the embrace more than usual when making these moves.  Along a similar line, the follow makes a larger circle in the molinete than usual, which also changes the spacing of the dance.

For all these reasons, round follows have a much harder time doing Argentine tango than average, and leads avoid them more than is fair.  Round follows have to work extra hard to be ‘good’ follows, and they still will miss out on some dances.  It will not be fair to them.  It will seem even more unfair since round leads can be in demand; their stomachs provide soft and easy separation, making footwork never in conflict.  Some round follows learn to dance open, where the limitations are less.  Others accept the unfairness and find tango good enough anyway and keep at it.  I say, good for them.  They end up with a small following of partners who have found out how good they are.

TOO FULL:  Big breasts are not an asset in tango.  The embrace becomes limited to contact between the lead’s chest and the follow’s breasts.  However, surprisingly little of the sense of breath and balance is lost in this arrangement, provided the embrace is gentle.  Some men like this arrangement and seek it out.  Others, possibly having grown up with ballerinas, find it unfamiliar.  What is more confusing is some women have artificially hard breasts, for some reason I could not possibly say.  Even with smaller breasts, this also leads to an embrace that rests more on the breasts and less up and down the body.  Again, leads are advised to keep the embrace light.  If so, very little of the sensitivity will be lost. 

As an aside, taking the embrace at the start involves getting the follow’s breasts into a comfortable place.  One attractive follow I know calls this “arranging the pillows.”  Often this puts one breast in the hollow of the lead’s breast bone and the other just outside the right chest muscle.  Some turns or sudden moves may cause this second breast to get caught inside in a position that is uncomfortable for the follow.  Leads should take the earliest opportunity to pop the embrace a bit open and let things readjust.  Meanwhile, lighten up a bit.  Occasionally the choreography will not allow for adjustment for a step or two.  But follows appreciate the courtesy when it comes.  I would guess that sometimes leads forget.

APOLOGY TO FOLLOWS:  Most of this stuff is advice to leads about dealing with difficulties with follows.  As a lead myself, I do not know the other side: what the typical lead mistakes are in the embrace, or how to fix them.  I hope to find a follow who can talk with me about her side, and help write up a more balanced view.  Meanwhile, I am assured that just knowing what can go wrong helps follows learn how to go right.  So the pages will be of use to them at some level.  One good thing: you will know there are lot of bad things you do not do, and feel better for it.
Worse still I have focused on all the things that can go wrong in a tango embrace.  One of the reasons tango is so addictive is that things can go so very right in a tango embrace.  In fact, that is the basic thesis of embraces: they are wonderful and everyone wants to do them better and better.  I say……Yes.
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Advanced Round up

Exercise for Knees that Hurt

A number of dancers find their knees hurt after they have been dancing a lot.  An exercise taught by my physical therapist has helped over half the people who have tried it.  She knows what she is talking about; she has had a knee replacement herself.  So have I.

The purpose of this exercise is not to get stronger.  It is to tone the muscles around the knee that make alignment.  Part of it gets the quads which lift the kneecap to be lifting it all the time, so things do not grind.  But I sense that there are some other alignment things that help with the two sides of the knee joint as well.

Because it is all about getting muscle tone, it turns out to be important to do this exercise very much as it is prescribed.  And it does little extra good to add weight, even though the exercise may not feel like much work as you do it.  Just do the repetitions without hurry, and at least twice a day, when things hurt.  Once a day or less is OK to prevent things from hurting.

Here it is:  You lie on your back on the carpet, comfortably.  You bend the non-working leg (let us say the left) so its foot rests on the floor and the knee is up at an easy 90-degree bend.  It forms a little mountain there, and the position braces your hips comfortably.  Now you will start raising and lowering your working right leg.  

There are 5 positions to the right leg movement.  Stop at each one.  It is the stopping that does the work.  First, straighten the leg in place, pushing the heel out with toes up, and making the knee joint as straight as possible.  You will have raised the leg a teeny bit off the floor, although the back of the thigh and maybe a bit of the calf muscle may still be touching.  Next raise the leg so that the knee is the same height as the bracing left leg’s knee.  That will be about 45 degrees up, not more.  Stop there.  That is the second position.  Now lower halfway back down and stop again.  That is the third position.  Then lower to 1 inch off the floor and stop again.  This is position four.  Finally, relax the leg onto the floor.  That is five.  Repeat between 10 and 20 times.  It gets boring, but do it with care, because it is worth it.  If you do it too fast, it is less useful.  I do it to calm music, or the listening to the news.

The idea behind this is that each stop-and-clutch position causes the knee muscles to do their job of aligning and supporting the knee.  Then when you get up, they are all toned and not too tired.  They keep that “I’m into it and ready to work” feeling as you walk or dance.  So there is much less grinding in the knee, and less pain and swelling.  This has worked well for me.  Whenever I slack off and my knee gets sore, I go back and it fixes things in a day or two.  I hope it does the same for you.
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More about Women’s Shoes

One of my current partners bought two sets of shoes at Comme il Faut, which is at the moment the premier tango shoe store in Buenos Aires.  She got them in the store itself, fitted by the tireless staff there.  One pair she loves.  She can dance in them for two and a half hours nonstop before her feet give out.  The other pair are only good for just over one hour.  Apparently, small differences in fit really matter.  At least they do when you are balancing above 3 1/2 inch heels.

How can you tell a really good fit?  Talking this over with both tango dancers and ballet dancers (pointe shoes hurt a lot, too), I have a theory.  A good fit is snug enough to hold your foot with a little bit of a squeeze but not so snug as to be tight.  Men can get there with leather shoes, because leather can start out too tight, but stretch to fit.  Women’s shoes have too little material to be allowed to stretch into fit.  If they have much give, they will stretch past fitting soon thereafter.  So the initial stretch in a woman’s shoes is mostly give in the stitching.  This is a fixed amount.

The idea of a snug but not tight fit is that it holds the metatarsal arch, i.e. the ball of the foot.  This braces the secondary arch between the ball of the big toe and the ball of the little toe so that it can stays an arch even under load or twisting.  But it does not cram the arch together so that it grinds the joints.

My theory goes on.  A good fit also binds the arch up well enough that it slows swelling.  Swelling happens as the feet accumulate fluid from use or from just standing a long time.  People with strong, flexible feet have less of this, which is one reason some can dance all night and others cannot.  Flexible feet do two things.  First, they cushion landings and push-offs so there is less bruising.  And second, the flexing itself pumps fluid out.

One obvious problem is that a shoe that has just the right amount of snugness first thing in the morning is too darn tight late in the day when the milonga is about to start, and the shoe that is perfect for the first dance in the milonga is small two hours later.  Some solve this problem by having a series of shoes with slightly different fits.  They switch to their “comfort” shoes later in the evening.  These shoes are old friends.  Often they are shoes that were perfect for the first dance earlier in their lives, but have stretched from good use, since.

A solution I have seen is a shoe with a short lacing across the top of the ball of the foot.  This allows width adjustment, day by day.  I have also seen a buckle, but I think that does not allow accurate enough adjustments.

Another solution is to put pads at the ball of the foot inside the shoe, to make a shoe that is not snug enough snug again.  This remedy seems so simple and useful that it would be universally adopted if it really worked.  It is not.

So the search goes on for the shoe that will allow a tangera to dance all night.  By the time she finds it, she has been dancing more than 6 years and her feet are like spring-steel.  She could dance in flip-flops.  She is not fussy about fit or maker anymore.  She buys shoes the color of tropical parrots, purely for the look.

Before I leave this topic let me make a small shout in the wilderness about practice shoes.  Many practice in jazz dance sneakers, or in other professional dancer wear.  I have often wondered about using a 2 or 2 ½ inch leather “character shoe” as made by a recognized ballet shoe manufacturer such as Capezio, Bloch, or Sancha.  These shoes are built for comfort with hard use.  And they have a closed toe that offers some protection during practice sessions.  I finally convinced someone to try a pair.  She loves them.  And I think she dances better in them than her 3 ½ inch heels.  (I don’t think she can handle the higher heels yet.)  The next step up the ladder is “Latin dance” shoes by the same makers, which are designed for ballroom dancers but look like tango.  Another advantage of all these shoes is that they cost $50-$80 and can be purchased online from discount dance supply stores catering to semi-professionals.  That is under half what the “Comme il Faut” shoes cost.  But don’t expect to be mistaken for an experienced dancer if you wear these to a milonga.

Myself as a man, I dance in “jazz” shoes that cost $30 for the best of them.  I have learned not to bring that point up in the presence of women who just bought new shoes from Argentina.  I also had a pair of 1 ½ “Latin” heeled shoes, for when I am dancing some taller women I know.  I think if I were shorter, I would wear them all the time.  But I really can dance longer and more accurately with flat shoes.  Another advantage of my unusual solution is that my “shoe” is really a soft leather sock with a thin rubber pad under the ball of the foot, nothing in the arch, and a low rubber heel.  If I bump into my partner’s foot, I am bumping with something soft—no hard edges at all.  But I think many leads will prefer a bit more structure to their shoes.
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Always the Lead’s Fault

One of the “rules” of Argentine tango is that “it is always the lead’s fault.”  That means when the follow does not do what the lead intended, the failure was the lead’s failure to lead properly, and not the follow’s failure to understand the lead.  This is a nice, old-fashioned idea.  Charming in its way, for gentlemanly courtesy.  But it is my observation that it is both wrong and destructive to good tango.

The best tango is a partnership, with the lead listening to the follow and the follow sensitive to the lead.  If it is all one taking care of the other, it is not a partnership.  It is command and control.  So in a partnership, when the lead gets a different step from what he intended, he tries to follow the step he got and lead the next from there.  And the follow tries her best to restore the shared balance and keep still enough that she can follow what will necessarily be a catch-as-catch-can lead for the next step.  That lead may be against the music and the flow.

In point of fact, advanced follows are not passive at all.  On every step they are catching the spirit of the lead’s invitation and giving energy back on the second half, the completion of the step.  Advanced follows contribute to the timing and the choreography by how they complete each step.  At the least, they put the step on time, spacing, and balance.  At the best they almost back-lead the completion of the step.  This is all in addition to any “decoration” they may add.  In this way the “lead” passes back and forth between the partners during each step, and the dancing becomes mutual.  Often neither partner can figure out which one had the “idea” behind the steps.  It was a two-as-one experience.

The idea that the lead is always “at fault” is not the best route to this perfect tango relationship.  On the contrary, it will prevent it.

Looking at it from the other side, there are times when the follow is clearly at fault, and the fault needs to be corrected from the follow’s side or the dance will not develop.  A follow needs good posture:  alert, balanced, toned, on the inner balls of her feet, and correcting small dislocations from perfect balance by moving towards an upright position.  Leads can correct for bad posture, by adopting a bad posture themselves.  But the compromise will damage the connection.  Many moves will be impossible, or possible only in an ugly way.

A follow is also “at fault” if she anticipates the wrong step.  She can even be “at fault” if she anticipates the intended step, and takes it too early.  Anticipation can destroy connection or balance.  Sometimes this anticipation takes the form of not collecting, when the next step is expected to be a reversal of the previous one.  The basic rule for tango is the same one your mother said for dating: keep you knees together and resist.  In tango terms: collect and wait for the lead.  As one follow said, resistance is not futile; it’s essential.  It is the follow’s fault if she fails to offer the right, sensitive, balancing amount of resistance, even to a step she correctly anticipates is coming.

Follows do anticipate, because leads do pre-lead what they are about to do.  Sometimes that anticipation is a wrong guess.  Other times the anticipation is a right guess, but the step needs to change, due to a crowded floor.  A good partnership will either execute the wrong step, or correct mid-step and come out OK.  This is a working partnership.  If you do not make a few mistakes you are not taking enough risks in your dancing.  It will lack excitement and fun.

A follow is also “at fault” if she leans her shoulders or hips instead of taking movements as displacements of the body as a whole.  A lean can be dangerous to the follow herself, if the lead cannot lift her out of it and she falls.  And it can be dangerous to the lead, because protecting the follow from falling often puts him in the direction of injuring his back.

So the follow’s “faults” are faults of overall technique.  If her technique is good enough, then the faults of not taking the step the lead was thinking of are indeed faults of bad leading.  His to correct and not hers.  But follows are responsible for their faults; it is they who must correct them, for the sake of the partnership.

How this plays out in class when learning is different than at a dance.  Practices and classes are partnerships too.  Leads are in the difficult position of having to figure out both their steps and the follow’s steps.  Usually conditions are crowded enough that the combination cannot be executed without bumping into other learning couples.  It takes a great deal more space to learn a combination than to dance it after you know it and can bend it around a properly organized dancing floor.  So in class and in practice, the lead needs help.  He cannot be the expert he needs to be to lead the step in an it-is-always-his-fault environment.  

The follow can help with all this, and 99% do it graciously and well.  If you know your part of the combination, you can be willing to follow even a partially incorrect lead, during the learning process.  Time enough to force him to lead it cleanly when the spacing and musicality begin to develop.  The follow can help even more by figuring out where to step, closer or farther, bigger or smaller, so that the next step is possible from a balanced connection.  Later, the lead will be to the right place, but not at the start.  Details aside, the follow helps by realizing the lead is “overloaded” during the learning process.

Only once in my life have I had a follow who failed to support my struggles learning a class combination.  However it is common for female teachers to blame the lead when the couple does not succeed, ignoring the various “faults” that follows can have that make it difficult for any but a strong and experienced teacher to lead.  And it is further common for male teachers to desire to add navigation challenges to the complexities of a learning environment.  And bumping into someone is always the lead’s fault.

Most tango communities I have visited have a chronic shortage of leads.  Part of the problem may be that the lead is incorrectly made “at fault” for everything.  It is my opinion that this is tragically counter-productive.  It is bad for the learning process, because it mis-identifies what needs to be fixed, sometimes.  It is bad for the partnership, because it fails to share responsibility.  And it is bad for the tango community, because it discourages the scarcest resource--leads.  The situation for leads is more difficult at the start, and the formal idea that "the lead is always at fault" is unfair on top of it.  I think tango needs to change, at least in the class situation and even on the floor.  Follows who do not have basic competences in terms of posture, embrace, and the idea of collecting and following a lead are at fault and need to fix it.  The pressure should be on them to get lessons.

The other side of the coin for follows is this.  If you want more dances, don’t buy a little leather dress.  Learn to partner better.  Homely women in modest flowered print dresses get all the dances they want, if they are sweet follows.  I like glad rags.  But women who count on them to get dances end up with the leads better follows have learned to avoid.  So by all means wear that little black dress.  But learn to dance, too.  And don’t count on the lead to compensate for basic errors of the embrace.
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Decorating

In tango “decorations” refer to the extra taps and flourishes a follow adds.  These are not led; they are volunteered by the follow.  Many teachers start giving follows decorations to do as early as intermediate classes.

The first rule of decoration is that the lead should not know about it.  That is, the added motions should not disrupt the basic step.  Extra wobbles and jiggles should not interfere with the lead sensing the follow’s balance, posture, or foot placement.  And certainly the lead should not have to wait for voluntary extra motion to be completed, when he is being musical in his timing and steps.  The follow contributes to the choreography, and the follow can certainly influence the steps and the phrasing.  However neither partner overrides motions underway, unless a collision is immanent.  Decorations should be hidden, not interrupting.

Beyond these universals lie my own prejudices.  I feel that follows do better to learn to phrase simple steps musically and elegantly, before learning to complicate them with extra motion.  It is the long, flowing moves that leave space for added twitches and taps.  Yet long flowing moves’ essence is simple gracefulness.  A flourish in the placement at the start or the end can compliment them.  Intermediate twitches undo the effect.  In any case, the follows should master a move in its pure form before they add decorations.  And mastery includes being able to express joy and inflexion with the move itself.  These come before intermediate additions.

If you can’t dance simply well, don’t dance fancy at all.

Since the lead should be largely unconscious of decorations, decorations must be either for the follow’s benefit, or for the benefit of the audience.  A partner may play with a step, if she likes.  But if she is focusing on decorations she is not dancing with her partner.  Social tango is a two-person show, it is not for the grandstands.  Decorations can easily become either selfish or show-off.  They can distract rather than compliment.  Unless they are an almost involuntary expression of the joy of the movement.  At best, leads should not sense the motion.  But they certainly will know about the joy.

Advanced follows sometimes obsessively decorate when they are bored with a beginner’s simple lead.  Fair enough.  But the lead is usually aware of that expression of boredom.  He is even aware that you are advertising to the floor that he is boring.  So make the statement out loud if you wish.  But better, next time, just to turn down the dance.

Finally, inexperienced follows may try to decorate when being led by someone they think is advanced.  I am guessing these follows are eager to seem worthy and interesting, and maybe more advanced than they truly are.  But good tango is truthful.  Bad decorations tend to mess up the connection and reduce what the lead is willing choreograph.  So the partnership and his enjoyment suffer.  It took a long time for me to limit my steps to the simple ones I could do best, when dancing with advanced partners.  But they were more willing to dance with me that way than when I tried to please them with combinations I had no feel for.  Similarly for follows.  The best way to please an advanced lead is to follow honestly, fully, openly, simply, and with trust.  You might be amazed what you find you are dancing by the end of the tanda.  And how good you both feel doing it.
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Frustration

Learning step combinations in tango classes can be frustrating.  On the lead’s part, he needs to figure out the follow’s steps, figure out how to lead those steps, and also learn his own footwork.  The follow learns her steps, and then tries to figure out if the lead is actually leading them.  Often, he is doing such a beginner’s mess of it that he is putting her off balance and out of the embrace.

For me as a lead the breaking moment comes when either (a) the traffic gets difficult or (b) the follow needs to be prevented from taking a “wrong” step.
Lack of space is often a problem.  It takes more than twice as much space for people to learn a step as to do in at a milonga.  Learners do not know where the step goes, and they are not able to bend it around into open spaces.  Other couples on the floor are also unpredictable about where and when they are going.  Teachers can help by encouraging the use of all the space in the room, and by organizing things.  For instance, they can ask everyone to do the step in a predictable direction—either in the lines of dance, in a line facing, or all in a grid facing one direction.
There are several stages to a lead learning a combination.  Stage one is seeing the steps done and having an idea what they are.  (At this point the teacher says, “have you got it?”  That means, “is it time to try?”)  The next is blocking the major movements with a partner on the floor.  This is best done with no music, so that the couple can hesitate, talk, go backwards, and generally try to figure out what the step is.  After trying it a few times, it is helpful to see it again.  So the third stage is re-viewing the combination and making corrections to the mental image.  After another no-music blocking, the step should begin to flow almost to a steady beat.  Now it is time to introduce music carefully selected to suit the steps.  Teachers help these stages by thinking about how people learn as much as they think about what they are trying to get them to do.

A variation on this theme is the “zero” stage of blocking the lead’s footwork without a partner before any partnering work.  This is done when there is a particular skill needed, such as feet crossing behind, or one-leg balances.  I have seen teachers do a lot of good here, when they go into details of foot and knee angles going into each weight change.  However, the lead eventually has to be thinking about the follow’s motion.  The pre-rehearsal serves best when it allows him to put his own footwork in the back of his mind, once he starts working with his partner.  Meanwhile, the follows are learning their part of the steps off by themselves, with the greatest responsibility on molinete parts of the move.  Otherwise, the follows really need to know how close to the lead to step, and that requires the lead to be there to see.

Frequently disheartening to the lead is the need to correct a follow who is headed in the wrong direction.  More than half the leads take too seriously the idea that they are at fault in their leading if the follow does not go where they intend.  These leads try to change their lead to override a follow who breaks for a different direction or step.  This adds two more layers to their task: figuring out what more to do, and doing it.  And the next follow will break in an altogether different direction.

Follows all want to help.  They start out helping by anticipating the steps and taking them from whatever lead is offered.  If they are correct, this is constructive.  If it does not work out, they can help even more by going back to being a neutral follow, with no prejudice about step or direction, and letting the lead find out where his lead is actually putting them.  In either case, usually they do better by being a little late on their steps, rather than a little early.

In beginning classes, I would urge follows to learn to be neutral first, and only then try to help with the combination.  Being an unbiased follow is not as easy as it seems.  Many follows do not realize that they have not learned to be neutral.  Equally many teachers are busy teaching them “the steps.”

It is my guess that teachers could help a lot more than they do.  And follows could help a lot less.
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The Tango Code of Honor
People lay down all sorts of rules for behavior at tango.  Just like the rules for dancing tango, every rule should be bent or broken once in a while.  The list here forms quite restrictive guidelines.  You get to pick the ones you want to follow most of the time, none of the time, or only when it helps you avoid unpleasantness.  The list is presented so you know when you are safely within norms and when you are marking your own choices.  The overarching thought is that you should establish a pattern that you mean to keep.  It will be your reputation.

There are two reasons why there are strong guidelines for polite behavior around tango:  Tango is an exceptionally intimate dance, and it lasts ten minutes.  Both reasons lead to the same principle: people must choose who to dance with and who to turn down.  Etiquette allows us to do this nicely.

First the ten-minute stuff.  An evening of tango has about 8 tandas, which means 8 partners.  Other social dances would give 32 dances.  So at most social dances, you can dance with everyone you want to, and you can dance with some partners more than once.  With tango, there are not enough tandas to dance with everyone you like.

Tango gives worry and frustration about who you dance with.  There are partners you don’t want.  And there are partners best for the waltzes, partners for the milonga, partners for fast, rhythmic tangos, partners for strong jazzy tangos, and partners for steady, slow, or romantic tangos.  Plus you don’t exactly get your choice.  You are competing with other dancers, and you may be on the wrong side of the dance floor when the music speaks.  What a mess.  The minute of the cortina is when people are deciding whether to dance and who to dance with.  You have to fair to everyone else, and you have to be fair to yourself.  Etiquette makes this less of a mess.

First, you do not dance with the same partner twice in the same evening.  That way no one is expecting you to.  You may dance with one special partner twice, usually early and late.  But then everyone will know about that one exception.  It means there is business off the dance floor.  Or soon will be.  Note that if you already have attachments off the floor with someone else, dancing twice might say to the new partner “I’m available off the floor,” and to the old partner “You don’t count.”  
Second, you do not “reserve” dances for later.  A follow can certainly say “please ask me again later.”  That is not a reservation.  And you can have a long-standing agreement about what music you both like for each other.  This can develop as either looking around for each other when it breaks, or even proposing a tanda before you hear it, conditional on the music.  Most of my partners are trained that I do not do milongas, for instance.  (The training has gone pretty well, after they have tried dancing one with me.  A milonga with the wrong partner can be the longest 10 minutes of your life.)  All these informal arrangements do not break the pattern.  So at the end of a tanda, everyone in the room is open to a normal invitation.  And remember, the follows induce a lot of the invitations, when they want.

Most people violate the “no reservations” guideline, once in a while.  The trick is to not get caught.  You can be careful not to catch anyone’s eye while you quickly seek each other out at start of the cortina.  But if somehow you get caught before you find each other, that’s life.  You explain later.  Or sometimes you are in a position to say “I think I have a dance already,” which implies you think you accepted a cabeceo from where you point.

The third rule is, give partners a polite way to say no.  Mostly, this says to leads, back off.  Do not intercept follows as they leave the dance floor, when they cannot escape.  Do not stand in front of them if they are seated and stick your hand out demanding a dance.  Do not chat with them at the end of a tanda or during a cortina, so they are stuck dancing with you and no one else.  If you must speak to ask for a dance, make the request as conditional as you can.  Ask in a way that allows the response “I’m resting.”  So “are you dancing?” is better than “want to dance?”  Don’t corner anyone, ever.

The better the dancer, the more they want the rules to allow saying no.  That is because good dancers want to say no sometimes, while newer dancers may find all partners desirable.  That does not mean poor leads should get more aggressive at cornering follows.  It means they should become better dancers, and meanwhile cultivate partners at a comfortable level.  Sometimes the discrimination is about dance or dance styles, sometimes it is personal, and sometimes it is about cliques, or age, or beauty.  It doesn’t matter.  Respect the right to choose, whether or not you respect the choices.

The cabeceo, an invitation and response involving an exchange of looks over a distance, is designed to allow dancers to sort out and prioritize partners.  It makes it easy to politely decline an invitation.  And it makes it less hurtful to receive that turn down, because it happens secretly at a distance.  So the best etiquette uses the cabeceo, always.

Use the cabeceo to prioritize.  Invitations by looks are not obvious, and they don’t take time.  What’s more, a follow can “not see” an invitation early and “see” it later, if that suits her.  A lead can hold or repeat an invitation, or toss it out briefly, and move to an alternative, if that suits.  Either way controls the choices with less embarrassment.  The cabeceo gives time to sort things out.

Use the cabeceo clearly.  For follows, that means turn down those you would rather not dance with by receiving the invitation eyes to eyes, and then clearly looking away, maybe with a little shake of the head.  Then they are free to look elsewhere.  You don’t leave them wondering “did she see me?”  If you want to be treated considerately, be considerate yourself.  Being clear is kind to the person asking.  Never seeing someone is unkind, even though it feels better than saying “no” directly.  You “don’t see” only those you would like to ask you, but at a later time.  If you clearly decline those you want to decline, you establish the option of clearly indicating to a few others to keep asking.  On the other side, leads should accept declines with grace, and do not ask again.
Use the cabeceo as a citizen.  Some things you do for yourself directly.  Civic responsibility goes further.  It supports a pattern of courtesy at some expense for yourself.  The whole society of dancers works better with cabeceo in general use.  You encourage that if you turn down direct invitations, even from someone you like.  You turn down the bums with “no thanks.”  You turn down people you don’t know with “no, thank you.”  For someone you like, you say gently “please ask me using cabeceo.”  Watch them as they go off 10 feet, look at you, and then you accept.  Of course an old friend who happens to be too close to cabeceo can ask you, as long as both of you are dead certain a cabeceo would be welcomed.  There is a difference between being a sensible citizen and being a spinster schoolmarm.  You want to be on the right side of that difference.

It helps to “work the room.”  When you first enter, try to greet partners you particularly want to dance with.  Or make a greeting the first time you are near them.  In the American Midwest, an exchange of glances passes as “effusive.”  In France, you may need three air kisses and a hug.  The giving and receiving of welcomes indicates the chances for one of those 8 tandas.  It helps clarify.  It is not a promise; that would violate the “no reservations” guideline.  It means “if timing and chances can work out.”  Some people “work the room” as they leave.  They say good-bye to those they missed dancing with “next time?”, and those they loved dancing with “thanks (for the dances).”  Or maybe just a warm smile or a touch.  Argentines seem the most thorough at these things.  It can take them as much as a half hour to leave a room.

One caution: don’t “work the room” while you are dancing with someone else.  Or at least do not get caught doing it.  If someone waves to you, give a minimum fleeting smile.  The ideal of tango is that you are completely absorbed with your partner.  It is a 10-minute relationship.  Two-timing is out of place.  It makes your partner feel bad.  Bad enough not to dance with you again.  So when you are in an embrace, cultivate bad vision.  Or emphasize the “curt” in courtesy.  
Other guidelines have to do with avoiding being a couple during the cortina, unless you want to.  It is impolite to ask someone to dance when they are part of a couple sitting or standing together.  It is a low-percentage move, because they likely plan to dance with each other.  And it insults the lead for the follow to accept another right in his face.  So follows who want dances should not sit with a lead while they look for other leads.  And leads should not hoard follows by engaging in protracted conversations.  Such “baby sitting” is just a devious way of asking for a dance without the cabeceo.  So chat all you want.  But move away towards the end of the tanda, unless you are dead certain you both intend to dance the next tanda together.  Give the gentle cabeceo rules a chance to make things work for her.  
Follows caught unwillingly by a baby-sitter can accept a cabeceo from afar.  It is slightly impolite to the baby-sitter, which might be an appropriate signal.  However, cabeceos are few, under the circumstances.  Unless someone sees you trapped by one of the known “hazards of the floor” and rescues you.  Or unless you generate the cabeceo yourself.

Escorting a follow off the floor makes use of the don’t-disturb-couples idea.  Escorting her “home” protects her from unwanted invitations for the next dance.  On the other side, cortina-conversations on the dance floor effectively “baby sits” a partner from their chances for the next dance.  Walk off together, yes.  Stay and talk, no.
You should yes “stay and talk” if you started the previous tanda toward the end and have agreed to dance the next full one together.  When others see a couple talking on the floor after the end of a tanda, their next tanda is agreed.  Look elsewhere.  Ditto conversations at the side of the floor, during the cortina.  Baby-sitting is not bad when the parties are agreed.  It is only bad when one party forces the other to appear to have agreed.

Clarity and consistency on all these points mean fewer people feel slighted fewer times, and more partnerships are truly desired.  And where cabeceo is the rule, there is even time for some delicate fulfilling of priorities.  With so few tandas in an evening, this is important.

The other courtesies about tango have to do with the exceptional intimacy of the dance.  There are fewer rules here, but they are more important.  There is one objective: people have an overriding right to choose not to dance with someone.  No questions.  No obligations.  No compromise on this one.  Impolite invitations get direct refusals.  Polite invitations get polite refusals.  Either way, if you feel bad, cover it up.  The up side is, if she gives you a dance, she wants to.

An important safety valve is the mid-tanda “thank you.”  It means, the tanda is over.  There is no shame in this.  A follow may accept a lead.  That does not mean she has to finish the tanda with him.  If he is touching the wrong places or the wrong way, step out of the embrace immediately.  Either indicate no and give him one more chance, or say thank you and walk away.  In protecting yourself you also protect the next girl.  If he is simply leading badly, consider explaining.  Leading badly means he hugs too tight, he shoves, he puts you off balance where you cannot protect yourself, or he leads unwelcome and inescapable body-wrapping moves.  These are not things you signed up for when you accepted the dance.  You have an absolute right to avoid them.  And you should.  Leave, explain and continue, or continue but decline future tandas.  It is up to you.  A lead may also give a mid-tango “thank you.”  Usually that will be because he finds cannot control his follow well enough to navigate a crowded dance floor.  It can also be because she is following even worse than that.  For instance, leads have a right to protect their lower back, so extremely heavy or forceful follows may be thanked mid-tanda.

There is one rule for enforcing intimacy.  On dance floors where close embrace is the norm, it is impolite insist on open embrace.  Turn down the dance, if you cannot bring yourself to embrace your partner.  Beginners don’t realize that for a close embrace lead, ten minutes performing some other dance can be agony.  You may as well have asked to foxtrot.  It is your right to say no.  It is not your right to insist on different dance.  If that makes you choosey about your partners, good.  
The same rule applies in classes, only different.  In class you sign up to partner anyone else taking the class, unless their behavior is way out of line.  Unlike at a milonga, you do not get to choose.  You take pot luck, like everyone else.  Take it with good will and do your best.  Tango is life.  Live it at your best.

Finally, no code of honor is absolute.  The secret is to know when it must apply, when it may apply, and when it is required that it be violated.  If you know what the rules are trying to do, you likely know the secret.

Enough etiquette.  Get back to dancing.

[Return to Advanced Roundup in Table of Contents]
Partnering Tips

Follows number one complaint is leads that put them off their axis.  Leads number one complaint is follows who do not maintain their axis.  Both say the most important thing in partnering is maintaining the follow’s axis.  Have a soft, living, and welcoming embrace.  Then do your part in keeping everything upright.

You axis is a line from the center of your neck at it base in your chest to the center of your hips.  It goes through your center of gravity (which is in your pelvis area).  You should do all your twisting and pivoting with this axis as the pole.  And it should be maintained vertical.  Back bends and forward bends happen only as part of fancy maneuvers.  But even then the struggle is to be as vertical as the movement allows.

Stand relaxed with feet in a V at 10 o’clock and 2 o’clock.  Move your torso forward 2 inches, so your weight is over the balls of your feet, with only a touch on the heel.  You do this by moving your hips forward 2 inches, and your shoulders forward 2 inches so your axis and your torso are still up-and-down.  That way you can still be relaxed, which will allow for the twists of shoulder against hips which gives tango its “look.”  Your axis now points to the space between the knuckles of the big toes.  Now shift your weight left until you are balanced on your left foot.  A little weight is on the knuckle of your other foot.  Just enough to balance easily.  In fact, you could flex your right knee inward and forward so your right big toe is the only thing touching.  You could, and you should.  Because that knee movement inward and forward should lead you when you pass through this collected position.

When standing on one foot, the axis line will extend through the ball of the supporting foot, favoring the base of the big toe.  That is how you pivot, in ochos and any other time.  Pivoting with a straight axis and knees collected is easy and can be quick, if you want.  An ocho is such a pivot.  Forward or back.  Follow or lead.  One trick in maintaining an axis is isolating pivot moves from steps.

Most partnering difficulties happen when the follow plants her landing foot but then cannot or does not move her axis so it passes over that foot.  It takes both partners to make this work.  The lead invites a certain step.  The follow takes a step.  Once the follow has committed her foot to one spot on the floor, the lead must adjust his movement so her axis passes over that spot.  It does not matter whether that was the spot he wanted or not.  He has to move her axis over her foot.  If she cannot, if he hauls her off someplace else, he takes her off her axis.  On the other hand if she does not, if she fails to try to pass her axis exactly over her planted foot, she fails to keep herself on axis.

As leads get better, they become more clear about where they want the follow’s foot to go.  It goes closer to where they imagined more often, and they have to maneuver their own steps less to keep things on axis.  But even an advanced lead must give up on his planned step and take the step the follow commits to.  He must not try to fix it by moving her body off her axis.

As follows get better, they put off the moment when they commit their foot to the floor longer, giving more time to intuit the lead’s desires, and they make more and more accurate effort to get themselves over that foot, once it is committed.  A beginning follow has to be moved bodily to the balance point on each step.  An advanced follow gets herself there and may even pull her partner along a little, when he needs it.

One really nice-feeling thing a lead can do for a follow is to pivot her exactly on her axis.  To do this, you have to develop sensitivity.  First, you have to make keeping her on axis job one.  Whatever you are leading her to do can only be job two.  The second nice thing a lead can do for a follow is move her by putting his axis exactly behind her axis, so the movement is in that line.  You put your heart behind her heart and displace her straight through them both.  You don’t use your arms.

The least pleasant thing a lead can do is pivot her and step her at the same time.  With such a lead, there is no way she can arrive on axis.  This often happens when beginners try to do moves before the basics are ingrained and instinctive.  Don’t try job two until you do job one all the time, instinctively.  If you find a move difficult in placement or timing, go back and work on job one—maintaining axes.  When maintaining axes is automatic, fancy moves are a lot easier.

One really nice-feeling thing a follow can do is put her foot down clearly, so the lead feels where it is and that it has landed.  Walk softly, yes.  Stretch your foot to the floor, leaving yourself a few inches where you can fudge it shorter or longer.  Land it late, that’s OK.  But be definite, once you decide to land it.

The second partnering tip sounds like it is only for follows.  Try to keep the chests facing each other.  For the follow, this is clear.  If his chest moves away as he leads, there is no question for you.  You try to move back in front of it.  If his chest does not move away, you don’t move yours away, either.  Maybe I should say chest-and-shoulders.  Yes you have to step to get the center of your chest back in front of the center of his chest.  But you also don’t get to knock one shoulder in and the other shoulder open.  Keep trying to restore the whole chest-and-shoulders part of the embrace back to normal.

Keeping the chests parallel is important for the lead, in a different way.  Part of leading is moving your chest so that the follow has to do the intended step to restore alignment.  Another part of leading is using as gentle and anticipating a mis-alignment as you can.  If a lot of space opens up, your leading is not early and slow enough.  Or you have not given your follow the time she needs.  Further, when the momentum and intention send her beyond where you chest is, you have to follow her move.  The ideal result is you upset the perfect alignment so little that no one outside of your follow has a clue.  She looks like she is volunteering all sorts of steps and pivots, while the truth is they are all lead, by a gentle chest.

All this may sound like a lot of fussiness.  It isn’t.  To dance enjoyably, you have to be clear between an intentional upsetting of alignment or balance, and a goof.  You fix a goof.  You follow a displacement.  Leading involves putting the follow slightly off balance or out of alignment.  Following involves giving yourself to that displacement and making the intuitive adjustments.  And good leading means following those adjustments, whether they are what you intended or not.  Ultimately, it becomes a full two-sided sharing.  But that can only happen when you can tell the difference between accidents and leads, falls and follows.
The next partnering tip is to match your partner.  It starts with the embrace.  As you first take an embrace, sense how close and how soft your partner’s embrace is becoming, and match it.  A big lean gets a big lean back.  A soft, upright embrace gets gentleness and a melting feeling.  A distant embrace gets distance.

You also match your partner as you dance.  An expressive partner will dance firmly for big music and big moves, and soften up for the quieter sections.  You should too.  Eventually, without thinking, you may find even your breathing matches.

In any case, embraces and movements should be alive—not frozen.  You know what frozen looks like.  You’ve seen it in ballroom dance.  You and your partner have a frame, which never varies.  Tango flows, not frames.  It varies.  If you have not adjusted your embrace as part of expression after a few bars, adjust it anyway.  Feel alive and flexible.  Yes give resistance.  Resistance is necessary so you can feel each other’s steps.  But resist like water, not wood.
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###  The End  ###
I am a tango lead.  In a small way, my partner when I dance is my audience.  And I am a dancer.  Not ballet, my shoulder is replaced and I cannot lift.  Not folk, my knee is replaced and I cannot pound.  So I tango.  Bless me, last but best.  To be a better dancer, for my partner, I do not need more steps or fancier steps.  I need to be sensitive to what steps work for her, for the music, for the floor, and for me.  It is not a technical achievement.  It is a personal achievement.  I am better when I am rested, exercised, stretched, warmed up, fed, not overfed; and I think, after a glass of wine.  I am also better in good clothes.  I never feel it when my feet hurt.  Or my knee.  Or my shoulder.  Until I get home, and then it’s OK.  It’s normal.  It was always so with dance.  It’s also worth it when one of my follows says, “that makes my night,” or “that’s as close to flying as I have ever been,” or sighs, just so, at the right moment for a sigh.  In tango, you don’t “nail it,” like in hard dance.  You make magic.
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