Embraces
As near as I can tell, there are four useful categories for tango embraces.  Unfortunately, the vocabulary for naming them is not consistent.   Milongero is danced chest to chest straight on.  Salon is danced in an open V, with chests touching on the closed side.  Open is danced with hands and arms touching, but keeping bodies moving and facing together.  And nuevo is danced with modern dance movements that look more like revolving around each other rather than maintaining a chest distance or orientation. 
Most of the tango I am talking about is done in the close embrace.  This puts the partners chest-to-chest.  The follow may be slightly to the lead’s right, but the partnering is “square,” in the sense that the chests are parallel.  There is a nominal 3 pounds of pressure putting you together.  This is sometimes called the “milonguero” style.  Also “apilado,”  meaning stacked together.  The name in my head for this is “heart-to-heart,” because if your heights match your hearts are adjacent to each other.  In this position the bodies can have more or less lean, placing the feet farther apart or closer together, depending on the exigencies of the dance and the moves employed.  Some people learn the feel of this position practicing with their arms held to the side (no embrace), and they learn the idea fairly well that way.  Others put a quarter between the breast bones and try to dance without dropping it.  In any case, the idea here is that the follow can dance with her eyes closed.  She follows entirely by feel.

Similar to the heart-to-heart embrace is the “salon” embrace.  It is chest-to-chest, but in an open “V.”  There is less pressure holding the partners together and they lean to each other less.

An unfortunate variation of both the close and the salon embrace one comes across in the United States is what I call the “forehead embrace.”   This seems to involve trying to limit all bodily contact between the partners to the arms and forehead.  It is done by the follow putting her head down in a head-butt position against the lead’s face.  He of necessity must respond with a similar position, because her forehead is hard.  This has several disadvantages.  It limits control, because there is too little left or right side to the forehead—just the one balance point.  It creates poor posture for dance, because your necks are too far forwards.  It removes the more subtle expressions that cheek to cheek affords as an addition to the dance.  And it moves the counter-balance to the arms in moves like a volcada or a lean.  What you get is the spacial limitations in tango that close embrace suffers added to the (few) balance limitations that open embrace has.  In case you are wondering, the “forehead embrace” is not taught by any teachers I have known.  It is developed spontaneously, as an aberration.

My feeling about the “forehead embrace” is that it is an adaptation of people who do not want to dance close embrace, but do not want to admit it.  Perhaps they are shy about their bodies.  Perhaps they do not like their partner.  Perhaps he is sweaty.  Perhaps he is a “crusher.”  I say to follows, if you need to dance tango in open embrace, be open about it.  Put that left hand up against the lead’s arm when first taking the embrace, and hold your distance.  By the way, the same thing goes for the “no embrace,” which involves standing close enough that your clothing touches, but you do not, and letting your feet and knees knock your partner throughout the dance.  Better to truly open it up.
Open Embrace refers to tango done with the partners separated by a distance, but still normally lined up parallel to each other.  Here the intentions that are communicated by feel in the close embraces are communicated by watching the base of the neck.  Open embrace is often used as a learning embrace, when the room is hot and sweaty, or while doing flashier moves.  However, the lead and follow relationship seems to me entirely different than in close embrace.  So much so it is almost another form of dance.

Finally, Neuvo tango is danced almost without an embrace.  It involves contact, resistance, or assistance as the moves require.  It also involves following by watching your partner, or feeling in the hands.  The relative positioning of bodies and arms is much more dynamic than in open embrace versions of more traditional tango.

In the course of dancing, partners move among these various embraces, depending on the moves being done, their mood, and the music.  You might almost say that all of these four levels of embrace are used by the heart-to-heart dancers, the last three by the salon dancers, the last two by the open embrace dancers, and the Nuevo dancers use only their intermittent contact.  

Such structural formality does not capture the real differences in the approach to partnering implied by the embraces.  Heart-to-heart is danced for the partnership alone.  Salon tango is a bit more about showing off the follow’s moves.  Open embrace is similar to ballroom dancing in that it is a signal-response event and less the lead dancing the follow’s feet.  And Nuevo is similar to modern dance in that it is more interdependent choreographies, with lots of opposing or contrasting movements.
