Feet

The very best dancers use their feet like paws, acquiring the floor softly with the toes and the front of the foot fully flexible.  It takes about 6 years of serious training to get your feet that strong and that flexible.  The rest of us mortals use our feet like hooves.  We wear shoes with only a hinge-like flexibility in the arch, and our feet move nearly as a single solid object.  Even then, we should dance with the weight favoring the ball of the foot, and favoring the area on the side of the big toe.

Leads normally pay little attention to how they set their feet down.  Because they use their entire footprint on the floor, they have little trouble with becoming tired.  Those who use Latin shoes with taller, undercut heels are usually so advanced their feet have acquired the strength to endure the extra emphasis on taking weight on the ball of the foot.

There is one topic leads do discuss about using their feet.  Those who use turn out (toes pointed somewhat outside of straight ahead) will set their feet down with the outside of the foot at the toes touching first.  This can be elegant.  On the other hand, steps taken straight ahead will usually contact the floor at the heel first.  This can be strong and grounded.

Follows obsess about their feet and their shoes.  Here is why: a fully-trained follow dances on the balls of her feet all the time.  And not flat on the balls of her feet either, fully up on the leading edge of the ball, and somewhat emphasizing the area of the big toe.  In dance terms, she is on full demi-pointe, and she is winging her foot slightly, and she is flexing from that position to soften the entry and exit of each step, and for styling.  Watch the very best.  Their 4-inch heels only touch the floor at the start of the dance, while they are waiting for the music to begin, and at the end, when conversation returns and movement ends.   It helps to have large feet, flexible arches, toes that fold back, light body weight, and great strength.  Few can do this.  Fewer still have spent the years of regular training it takes to turn a normal hoof-like flat walking foot into this elegant spring-steel cat paw.

One point that holds many beginning follows back is the matter of turn-out.  An amazing number of tango moves become easier and more elegant when the leg is rotated outward at the top of the hip by as much as 30 degrees.  This is called turn out.  The effect down at the foot is to expose the inside of the heel a bit to the front, and move the arch a little across the centerline of the body, when walking.  It is not the same as turning out at down at the feet, because the knee is turned out too.  Turn-out helps with balance and poise.  More turn out helps in anticipation of turns, as in ochos or molinetes.  Feet turned in almost always slow you down and get in the way.  It is also true that a turned out leg looks better than one facing straight, and a turned in leg looks awkward.

