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 should be 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 pivoting 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 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 a 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 finish the 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.

