Dancing the Floor

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 for 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.  

The perfect tango floor has an outer ring of skilled dancers.  They move almost like folk dancers from the same village.  They flow around, each having a space in the flow that is constantly moving.  They can be at the back of their space, and know they can advance.  They can be at the front of their space, and know they can linger.  They know their space progresses around the ring constantly, and if they turn their back on it, it will open up in front of them as the music progresses.  The line of dance becomes a living thing that responds to the music, and flows like a beast with one mind.  The next ring in is similar, if not quite so perfect.

Life in the real world is different.  Some cities are dance Nazis.  They 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, primarily.  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 to 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 “can” 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.  

