Elbows

Different ideas help different dancers at different times.  One idea that much of the time is the particular position of elbows for tango.   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, possibly pointed strongly 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, 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.

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 “over the shoulder” embrace, on the closed side.  This is an intimate and affectionate way to dance.    But I suspect that it is difficult to keep the corresponding shoulder down and relaxed in its socket, a challenge that can only be overcome by the very best dancers.

The basic idea about elbows is that if you notice them not relaxed and down, you will do will to relax and lower your shoulder, so the elbows are down.  Tango is not danced by force of arms.  It is cooperation, not coercion.

