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.

