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 it 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 balance maneuvers distract 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.
Mechanicially 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 upright 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 only 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 on her the ball of her standing foot, without loosing her balance.   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 in 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.
