Fixing Embraces

These are some notes on difficulties with the embrace.  By “the embrace” in this case I mean the milongero tango embrace.  This is the embrace where the dancers are chest-to-chest with chests mostly parallel, although usually slightly offset.  It has been referred to romantically as the “heart to heart” embrace.  Less romantically, it is referred to as the “four tit” embrace.   The V embrace with only one side closed is the salon, or “two tit” embrace.  And the completely open embrace is the “no tit” embrace.  This discussion is the milongero chest-to-chest embrace.

First of all, there is indeed an ideal embrace norm.   Or at least there is a central tendency.  This is the embrace that in the United States is also referred to as the “Portland embrace,”  because many famous and good teachers in Portland, Oregon have made this the norm there.  A “good” embrace involves the chests touching softly from below the solar plexus up to the breast bone.   Or as much as possible given the shapes and sizes of the partners.  The arms and shoulders are down and relaxed, and the elbows point down.  The open-side hands are at a level near shoulder height, and the lead’s hand is in a position so that if it held a mirror in the palm, the follow could see herself.    The lead’s closed arm is around the follow, so the arm contact is even from the inside of the elbow out to the wrist, palm, and fingers.  The force of the arm matches the compression between the chests so the follow is held softly and evenly all around.   If she were a bag of popcorn, no kernel would crush.  The force varies, being strong for beginners where there is lots of jostling, strong for advanced dancers during big or surprising moves, and light for advanced dancers when they know each other so well there is no variation as they take steps.  The follow’s arm on the closed side is around the lead, or across his shoulder if her height allows comfortably, and there is a lot of touching both between the arms and around his back.   
This is the norm, with variations to accommodate heights and shapes, as discussed later.   Individuals may choose to be different, as long as it is comfortable and works for the partnership.  Most of the rest of this discussion is about how the lead can adjust, when the follow is not doing it along the traditional lines.

We start with how to take the embrace.  The partners face each other about a foot-length apart.  The follow puts her open-side hand up and out for the lead to take.  The lead takes her hand and positions the two gently for the embrace.  The lead drops is embracing arm down and reaches it up and around back with the thumb-side tilted towards the follow.  In this way he is not grabbing her, but sliding to his position.  The follow determines how close the embrace is by how much she gives her body to the embrace as she wraps her closed-side arm around the lead.  They both lean together by moving their chests forwards from the solar plexus up.  Their weight would be rocked into their toes, except for the pushing of the chests together, which reestablishes the balance to the middle of the feet when standing still.   
At this point the lead will take a couple of soft, deep breaths while he senses his follow’s mood and feelings.  This is absolutely required.  Then he may shift their weight, foot to foot, once or twice, ending on the closed-side foot.   From there he will circle his open-side foot slightly and take the first step.  If the step is forward, the circle is sideaway-back-sidein-foward-and step front.  If the step is to the side, the circle is sidein-back-sideout-forward-and step side.   It is a very small swoop.  As he does this his body will counter-balance and counter-twist very slightly.  The follow will be dead certain of which first step is about to be taken.  As a point of taste, it is often best to make this step on a minor beat of the music, not at the beginning of a phrase.  Otherwise, your start is too dramatic and showy, not intimate.   You want to slip into moving together, not dive with a splash.
The lead will sense the follow’s reaction to this first step and calibrate the next walking steps accordingly.  After sensing her mood, he will be sensing her movement style.  Is she quick and hot, slow and sultry, balanced, light, or strong?  Does she anticipate, give resistance, leap to complete the step, or need guiding to end on time and in the right place.  Is her step bigger than expected, or small, too quick, or a bit weighted?  He needs to begin to know her style and feeling.

After that he will adjust the partnership to make the embrace as comfortable for both of them as possible.  There is no useful distinction between his comfort and hers.  They are the same thing.  He should try for comfort and trust.  For some, it will take the first song or even two.  For some, it will be there in the second step.   It depends on skill, mood, experience, and whether their styles match at once.  He will dance simply until there is no doubt that the connection is trustworthy and sweet.  Only then will he take chances to amuse or delight.

Now, how does he deal with things that can go wrong?  How does he work with a follow whose idea of an embrace is awkwardly different from the ideal?

First of all, he tries to seduce her towards the ideal.  This he does more with steps than with adjustments of the embrace.  Second, he tries to adjust his embrace to minimize any awkwardness.   Only if he completely fails does he go into a defensive mode, where he adjusts the embrace and steps to survive coldly until the next tanda.
Here is a list of common embraces and how to deal with them.  Some are easier than others.

TOO TENSE:  The ideal embrace is, as the Italians say about pasta, “al dente.”  That is, the partners are toned but not tense.  Alert but not rigid.  Few follows are tense because they think that is right.  They are tense because they are afraid of doing it wrong.  You need to make them comfortable and secure.  Smile when they take a nice step.  Appreciate a move that is good with the music.   Lead slowly, no double-times, some half-times, and some pauses.  Relax your shoulder muscles, and the muscles in your arms, hands, chest, and neck.  If she moves well with one step, say back ochos, then do more back ochos.  Stay simple, and no surprises.  Move as if you were in molasses.  Slide your feet slowly, never pick them up.  Put them down fully and restfully.    And breathe.  Breathe slowly, and fully.   Overall, exude softness and comfort.  Cherish her, rock her slowly, sweep her gently.  Create an opium cloud of security and trust.  

Only if this has no effect, you can try contrast.  Thrash her around a little bit, responding to her tension with big, strong moves.  Then slow it down again, and see if she relaxes.  Beat her up a bit, then comfort her.  But be sure you are playing.  Pull your punches.  Take big steps and strong steps, but lead into them and start them smoothly.  No hits, just swoops and sweeps.  Rise to a stop, and descend out.  Do not be sudden or sharp.  Be muscular, but smooth.

Overly tense follows can almost always be smoothed out.  Keep trying.  They will love you for it when you succeed.

ARMATURE ARM:  Ballroom dancers and some who pick up the pose will lock their open arm into a fixed armature, usually with the elbow back instead of down.  This is usually accompanied by tension across the shoulders and a fixed chest, with no spring or life.  The ideal tango arm is springy.  It offers no resistance to collapsing until it has moved out of position a half an inch, then it tries to position the body behind it so the arm is back where it belongs.  But it tries to do this gently.  Close embrace movements are lead by the torso.  If the arms are used, they are used because the basic communication has failed.  A tense arm is the other idea, moving the body will come from moving the arm.  Not normally right, for tango.
The first thing to do with an armature arm is lower the arms and try to move the hand closer to the body.  If this does not work, do not wrestle them there.  Let go and re-establish the hands at the new position.  You may have to do this a few times, as the pauses in the music allow.  It works sometimes.  But there will be a tendency for that armature to creep back.

The second thing to do is try for that awkward wrapped hand hold you see in tango fairly frequently: with the lead twisting his hand so the back faces his partner.  Or the other extreme, which is a hand held out flat, as if for a tray.  Either case makes it hard to expect much leverage from the hand, in the lead.
The last thing to try is extreme.  There is a very old tango arm where the lead holds hands down, near the seam of his pants.  It can be too sexy for some conditions.  But it kills the armature arm.  Of course you cannot wrestle your way to that hold.  So you release and offer your hand lower.  You may end up with no hands held at all on that side, which also solves your problem.  The only complication is that the arms cannot serve to back-up a imperfect lead or follow with that little corrective touch that keeps anyone watching from knowing that the perfect embrace was not quite perfect.

FOREHEAD EMBRACE:  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 spatial limitations in tango that close embrace suffers added to the 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 honest about it.  Put that right hand up against the lead’s bicep when first taking the embrace, and hold your distance.  Otherwise, you are supposed to paint yourself on the front of the lead’s body.
I have found no counter-move to the forehead embrace.  But it can be mitigated.   As with most imperfect embrace, the first line of defense is not posture, but step selection.  Take steps that emphasis pivots.  Molinetes are particularly difficult to maintain the forehead embrace while executing.  The ocho cortado can be done with a full turn on the crossing return step, which also breaks the forehead free.   A front ocho, otherwise a rare move in close embrace, also requires improved posture.  A last resort is the Americano, which is the step where both face forwards shoulder-to-shoulder and are joined by contact between the outsides of the forward-stepping legs.   Here the heads cannot take force.
Some postural mitigation can happen if the lead maintains an erect, high-necked head position and further raises his breast bone a little bit extra.  Finally, the follow should not be allowed to put pressure on the open-side hand.   Be sure your shoulders are dropped down and back and the elbows are down so no balancing force can be applied, at least not continuously.  Finally, do not be tempted to try to correct the lower body lean in the follow with pressure from the encircling arm.  Keep it high across the back and gentle.  Pressure, particularly pressure low down might seem to force a more upright embrace.  But her counter is to carry the pressure through to the forehead, which makes things worse.  Plus it hurts her back.
As with many bad embraces, the ultimate solution is to switch to an open embrace.  If you are a close-embrace dancer, that also means you won’t be asking her again.  The dreaded forehead embrace is typically a format of a fairly experienced dancer.  She will not be growing out of it soon.  Examples I have moved into a nicer embrace by the third song in a tanda had a wonderful dance.  They felt moved and delighted.  But they were out there with their foreheads again, the next time I danced them.
HANGING:  Beginning follows often get confused between the force between the chests in a close embrace and the weight they put into their embracing closed-side arm.  This is even more tempting to do when the arm is draped up and over the lead’s shoulder.  Unless the follow is tall, or very experienced, this draping leads to a lifted shoulder and the lead gets the combined weight of arm and shoulder plus whatever else tension through the shoulder adds.   Hanging is a beginning lead just learning, so patience, encouragement, and endurance are called for from the follow.  
Often the lead can gently suggest some correction.  Normally, the tradition in tango is not to speak to correct your partner.  However, beginners are open to a few words between dances.   You must precede what you say with “may I tell you something?”  And it is best to say not that they are doing it wrong but “for me, I like…”  What you want is the arm maybe around your side, a lighter embrace, and more of a feeling of being pressed together at a weight that matches the pressure of your encircling arm.  So that the force comes from a feeling of being held and cherished.   They should allow themselves to be surrounded so that if they were a bag of popcorn, not a kernel would be crushed.  Popcorn, you see, is practically weightless (but don’t say that).   Remember, there is no separate comfort in the embrace.  If you are uncomfortable so is she, and if you are comfortable, so will be too.   It pays to help a beginner evolve to a sweet embrace.  A good embrace gets more dances than a good dress.

Meanwhile, short of speaking, a hanging embrace is open to correction by any move that causes the follow to stand on her own balance.  This means pivots, walking turns on one foot, fully turned ochos, and so on.   Also do not let the hang pull you over; be sure and stand upright with your feet flat on the ground, knees slightly flexed, and heels carrying some load.   This is the same as saying “be grounded.”   It is good advice for many embrace errors.   The worse the embrace, the more grounding the lead needs to maintain.
CHOO-CHOO TRAIN: The train embrace is not so much an embrace as a way of reacting to the lead.  The follow starts out with a normal, nice, even embrace.  You take the first forward step.  At this point the follow takes over.  She pushes into your embracing arm and starts pulling you with her backwards steps.  A space opens up between your bodies.  From then on it is a struggle to slow her down as she plows down the dance floor.  
Sometimes it is your fault.  You are not leading with your center, your solar plexus.  You are giving signals to take a step, instead of subtly displacing her center so her unweighted foot naturally reaches out to protect and project her balance.  You may also be under-stating the contra-body movement.  A very good thing for beginners is to overdo the tango twist and the forward thrust.  This gets them into the idea that they are balancing with your body, not away from it.  But when the follow separates and pushes into your embracing arm, you have lost her.

One solution is to let her go.  You stand there and take a pause, or at most a small step.  But then you both have to cover for the interruption of the embrace, reconnect, and start off again.  And again, you will get the train.  There is, pardon my saying, no training.

As always, your first resort is in your step repertoire.  Avoid forward steps.  Make your back ochos turned as fully as the milongero style allows.  Dance in place, with circles.  Do some check steps.  Do some volgadas, to get her used to leaning into your chest.  Avoid double-time.  In fact, see if you can sneak in some half-time steps.  At all costs avoid holding her in.  And avoid tipping towards her.  Drop your center, flex your knees, ground the bottoms of your feet and hold your place upright.  And let her go, rather than let her pull you off.

I have found that after about a dance, with patience, the trains slow down and begin to dance with their partners, instead of away from them.  The problem was they were nervous, eager to please, and someone somewhere told them that advanced follows completed the step and gave energy back.  But with advance follows, you never have a clue how much they are taking the leadership in finishing the step on the music and in style.  With choo-choo trains, you are halfway through the consequent step, before you know it.  You have to make your embrace so sweet and inviting and comforting that they hate to leave it.  Of course, with them pulling and bouncing away, that is difficult.  But with the right step combinations, you can put them to sleep in your arms.  Really.  And they will love you for it.
TEEPEE:  The teepee embrace is a close embrace that is only close at the very top—across the top of the chest at or above the breasts.  From there on down the follow is trying to create a straight line that puts her feet away from your feet.  At first glance, the teepee embrace seems like the dreaded forehead embrace.  But it is not.  Teepee embraces come from well-adjusted women who like the idea of a body-to-body embrace.  It is just that they have not figured out how to avoid bumping knees.  So they are trying to be close, but get their feet far away.  What they miss is that the way to avoid knees is to be sensitive to the couple’s movement and balance.  That sensitivity comes from contact near the centers of gravity.  Not the precarious tip-top lean.  If more space is needed for some moves, more weight goes into the embrace and more separation happens between the partners’ feet.  But that separation starts at the hips, not at the top of the chest.
The solution is to solve her problem for her.  Make all your leads slow, with lots of wind-up and anticipation.  Get her comfortable that she will not be knocking knees.  Then you can do some pivots and turns, which force her back to vertical.  Eventually, the partnership will move closer to the full-body embrace.  At least if the music lets you.  
If you are unfortunate to be dancing to one of the “sewing machine tandas,” you are out of luck.  By this I mean slightly faster and insistently rhythmic tango music.  These tangos go “tocketa tocketa tocketa tocketa” for 2 minutes.  Then the DJ plays another one just like it.  No violins, and no melody.  Disco-tango.  Milongero tango is danced with the music, not on it.  Dancing on the music is called marching.  And the teepee embrace is only reinforced by march music.  In which case, the solution is to march to the music.  In the teepee embrace, you cannot fight it.  So go with it, with gusto.  Think of it as a polka.  Ham it up.  The teepee embrace is not very intimate.  Neither is marching.  So be the music, and save your heroic efforts for DiSarli.  If you cannot dance the starch out of a teepee embrace with a tanda of DiSarli, you need some private lessons to soften your embrace, too.

SALSA HIPS:  Tango is sexy.  Women wiggling their hips feel sexy.  So some women wiggle their hips when they dance tango.  A little hip movement is OK.  More can be good, with an advanced dancer playing around.  But at the start, most women need to keep their hips more even.  When they celebrate sensuality with hip movements, they break the lead’s contact with their feet.  In short, the muddy up the embrace.  And it was the embrace that made them feel sexy in the first place.  So get real.
What can the lead do?   This is one where steps are not the answer.  I say this even though it remains the lead’s job to sort out what steps work for the partnership and what do not, during the first song of the tanda.  So yes, avoid steps where she sinks too much in her hips.  But the more useful solution is to lift a little when she is going to sink, and to do smaller and quicker steps.  Do not tempt her so much.   Also, go with it.  It is her style, and you are a couple.  If there is space for walking, a long musical walk, maybe with some moving outside and back, gives her a chance to celebrate and swing her hips a bit, without breaking the connection.  So too with slow ochos.   Salsa hips screw you up on big sidesteps, but not much otherwise.  So if you lead a big sidestep, give her time to wiggle before the next move.  This is a case where the best solution can be to just let the couple enjoy, rather than fix it.  As she gets the feel of the music and the partnering, it will get smaller and more appropriate.
WILLOW EMBRACE: The willow embrace is the pathological version of salsa hips.  Here the follow is not feeling sexy.  She does not have the salsa tone and balance.  She is just plain floppy between her ribs and her legs.  You have no idea what her feet are doing.  Likely neither does she.
Willows need private lessons.  They need a whole body-attitude adjustment.  There is precious little the lead can do to fix things.  Keep her up a bit on her toes.  Keep a bit of lift in the embrace.  Keep the steps simple.  When you cannot tell which foot her weight is on, lead a semi-back ocho that can be either an ocho or a walk, depending on which foot she decides is free.  Hopefully after a step or two you too will have figured it out.  Keep the steps on the rhythm, so you can keep mental track of which foot is free.  (But be aware, some willows also volunteer traspie-weight changes.  In which case, the only thing to do is move to open embrace and use your eyes.)   With a willow it is going to be a long tanda, and you are going to need a drink afterwards.  Do not, under any circumstances, dance someone important to you immediately after dancing a willow.  Your attitude towards women will not be a benefit to you.
BELLY TO BELLY:   Most dancers make the embrace contact too high.  They embrace at the chest, but not as far below the solar plexus as they can.  Too low means contact mainly at the belly and maybe even at the pelvis.

If the embrace is too low, there is not enough room to separate the feet and dance.  
This is not a problem if the lead has a big belly.  Big-bellied leads create foot-space automatically.  And belly-dancing follows like big-bellied leads, because everything works out fine.  But with a lead who is more trim and normal, the belly-embrace limits the steps that can work.  Worse yet, it takes away the cheek-to-cheek intimacy.

Do not respond to the belly embrace by forcing the upper body towards you.  Remember the ideal embrace has a circle of holding that is even all around-from the front to the inside of the elbow and down the embracing arm.  You are holding, even treasuring, someone delicate.   Do not give this idea up in a vain attempt to override a belly embrace.  Actually, do not override any embrace.  It will only make things worse.  If you override a belly embrace, you do not have leverage.  She will end up pulling you over on top of her and you both will fall to her backwards.  Ugly.

Back to belly-dancing.  How to fix it.  Actually, you cannot.  You have to learn to dance with it.  Find the small repertoire that works: little turns away and back, small steps.  Pauses.  As always, pivots require more separate balance and tend to correct improper mutual balances. 

You cannot fix it.  But you can avoid making it worse. Stand up tall your self.  Do separate your upper bodies if you have to.  Do not lean over the top and let yourself be pulled over forwards.  Instead crouch a little bit more in the knees and feet to keep grounded.  Recognize that more of the contact than usual will be in the thighs, and dance to make a dance of that.
BACK DIVE:  The back dive is a variation of the belly-to-belly embrace.  It looks a little different because it involves the ballroom posture with shoulders and head held disdainfully away from you.  Sometimes it feels like the choo-choo train, but it is not because the backwards pressure is only in the shoulders.  It is not the whole body pulling away.   Once you recognize you have a back dive, you treat is the same as the belly-to-belly, above.
The back dive embrace happens sometimes with dancers trained in ballroom technique.  As near as I can tell, ballroom dancers have great feet, great shoes, perfect dresses, over-the-top make up.  But they basically dance with their partners with an upper body posture that says, “I cannot stand this person.”   They dance together at the belly, but they lean away with a disdainful look as much as they can.  Not the sultry or dreamy look of a tango follow, but the haughty look of a woman whose price you have not met.

That is not tango.   In tango, you do not care what anyone watching thinks.  People watching do not have a clue how intimate, how personal, how sensitive, how delicate, how private tango is.   They see two people shambling around somewhat in time with the music.  Except both of them have expressions of dreamy, rapt joy on their faces.  And you wonder why.   They don’t care what you wonder.  They just regret it when the music stops.   Even show tango should be this way.  If the partners do not pause quietly together at the end, before acknowledging the audience, they are not real tango dancers and you did not see a real tango.  What you saw was brilliant professional dancing.
NO BALANCE:  Some follows take too literally the command to give themselves to their partners.  They miss that the only way they move with the lead is to accept the small off-balances he creates and strive to restore their upright balance of hips directly below shoulders, and feet below hips.   So leading involves putting the follow slightly off-balance, and the follow just naturally takes the step he wants as she protects that balance.  Unless she has given up on her part of this idea.  Then you get a “no balance” follow.

There are truly two kinds of no-balance follows.  The worst not only do not keep themselves upright, but also give no feel for what their feet are doing.  The better at least give you a pretty good idea which foot is weight-bearing

Pushing a follow to her balance as she completes each step is exhausting.  The effort drains choreography and eliminates delicacy of timing or expression.  So you need her to take her share of the partnership.  With a beginner, this will not be easy.  You cannot just keep putting her on balance and expect she will catch on.  She has the wrong image of what she is supposed to do in her head.  You have to get the right image there.

One idea is to give the follow a constant lift by holding her between your chest and arm and lifting with a weight of perhaps 10 lbs (4 kg).   This is an old milongero trick for making a follow feel good.  Everyone likes to be a few pounds lighter, particularly people wearing high-heels.  This trick is pulls the shoulders above the hips, making the body upright, as it should be.  So balance improves, naturally.  At this point it would be good to say “nice” when she is on balance, in deep appreciation of the delicacy and wonderfulness of her dance interpretation.  This is in contrast to the muffled grunts (I exaggerate) she hears when you have to lift her back onto her feet.  Keep it up for half a song or more.  If things don’t improve, move to an open embrace.  Then she will have to take her own balance.  Actually, you can try to move to a very light embrace, which sometimes has the same effect.  Other times, she starts to hang on you as she falls.  As long as she doesn’t hit the floor, your responsibility has been duly honored.
AROUND THE CORNER:  This embrace happens when the follow does a full-front embrace, but against the lead’s right corner.  There is the saloon embrace, where a V is formed by touching on the closed-side corners.  But this is different.  This is a parallel embrace that has slipped around to the lead’s right side.  It restricts movements to the left, and it often takes the follow off balance.   Such an embrace is often associated with keeping the open-side hands tucked into the follows left shoulder, and sometimes comes with an upright body position, giving insufficient lean.  You end up holding her by force of your arm, and not sharing balance as you should.
The normal solution to an embrace that slips around the side is to take a step that opens the embrace slightly, and then re-connect in the proper alignment.   This slight opening happens most often by leading a good step forward, and then coming a bit short with your own step at the same time as releasing the embracing arm.  Then you can reconnect on the next step.  Reconnect softly.  It can often be a nice moment when you retake your partner into your arms.  
Unfortunately, a follow with a prejudice for the around-the-corner position will slip back around whenever the steps allow.  So you have to keep floating her back in front.  You can try keeping the open side arm a bit more outstretched, but this is hard because the cuddle formed by the corner embrace and tucked hands is quite cozy and affectionate.  You can also try dropping the embracing arm down so your hand rests lower, on her open-side waist.  This too is an affectionate move, but it also serves the purpose of tightening up the closed side elbow position, which will hold the embrace more towards the center.

In the end you may have to decide.  The corner embrace can be cozy and you may want to put up with the step limitations and keep it as is.   Or you may want to try to move it to a fuller normal embrace, which in the end is a better connection, both from a dance viewpoint and also from the viewpoint of real intimacy.  It is likely more a matter of your relationship with your partner than one of dance alone.

CLOTHING EMBRACE:  The clothing embrace is a proper full-body embrace, but taken a half inch away from your body.  So the only things that touch are the fringes of her clothing, and yours.  There may be some positive connection in the arms and even in your embracing arm.  And there is no pulling away.  The follow may well be an advanced follow with so much skill she can get by without the full connection and mutual balance of a real embrace.   It may be she is skilled, but not affectionate.  It may be your shirt is wet and she does not want to touch it.   I have never known.
The hard thing with the clothing embrace is to not feel rejected.  She is holding you as if she did not want to touch you.  It makes you feel like a soiled diaper.  Not a feeling easily reconciled with a cherishing tango lead.
The first defense is to be confident of your hygiene.  A good shower, fresh clothes, the use of toothbrush, mouthwash, and deodorant all are important.  A collection of fresh shirts to change to on hot days is deeply appreciated.   If she is still fussy, she is too fussy and you should not feel bad about it.  Real dancers sweat.  Have you ever been onstage at a ballet?  Big drops fly everywhere all the time, while the audience is thinking “how ethereal.”   So do not feel too bad, as long as you are making a good effort.
The second defense is to dance her as sweetly as you know how.  You have to make her want to curl up in you arms.  The clothing embrace very quickly becomes an open embrace if you start doing fancy movements.  You want the opposite: slow, graceful, hypnotic movements help.   

The third thing is to give her extra chances to take the lead.  To lead she will have to know your balance and placement, which she does not with the clothing embrace.  So if she wants to do those parradas and crosses, and little extra steps out and back to balance, she is going to have to close it up.  You may find she makes real contact on rotated positions, her side to your front.  So lead more of them.  See what works, and use it.

The final thing to try is leaning steps: volgadas and those moves where you walk around her as she balances on one foot, and you walk away and take weight.  Get her used to the shared balance and the lean.  Maybe she will get over her fears.

KNEE BANGER:  Knee bangers are follows who do not follow.  Except when they are follows working with bad leads.  If knees bang, the first thing to check is your faults: are you leading with your solar plexus?  Are you doing a little windup when you can, causing contra-body movements just ahead of taking steps?  More broadly, are you leading turns with your shoulders and not your arms or your hips?  Do you find yourself using the head-lead.  That is gazing at the direction you want her to go, because she did not get it from your body.   First thing to check with a knee-banger is your own leading.
Otherwise, knee bangers are often trying too hard to figure out what to do, instead of relaxing and falling into the steps your lead makes them do.  This is not a permanent affliction.  If you exaggerate your leads a bit, add extra contra-body movement, and keep the steps consistently simple, she will come to see it all works out with little effort after all.  Then you can surprise her with a few new movements, and if she gets confused and falls into them before she figures out she is doing them, you have your battle won.  If she balks halfway through because she does not recognize what she was just about to do, you have made things worse.  Unfortunately.  When there is a balk, it is one of those times when you can speak yes, or nod, or hum OK, to indicate she had it right after all.  Not a full explanation, just a confirmation that the step she was taking was good.

The other reason you get knee-banging is a follow who dances with bent knees and fails to extend the reaching leg fully, or keep the supporting leg flexed and not bent.  The solution in this case is the same as above, but it is less likely to work.  Bigger steps sometimes cause real extensions, if that helps.

Follows like to be given a second chance, when they know they have messed up a move.  Try to do it again, clearly so they have a chance to recognize it and get it right.  If they improve, you can try a third time.  This cements and celebrates the partnership.  If she does not improve on the second try, skip that move and dance on to something else.

TANGLE FOOT:  What keeps feet from tangling is the lean in the embrace.  It allows the feet to be slightly separated down below.  What makes feet tangle is any embrace with the wrong lean.  So the belly embrace, the hanging embrace, salsa hips, willow embrace, no balance, and clothing embraces all can end up with tangled feet.  Tangled feet can also happen when the follow is stepping over space instead of gliding into her feet positions.  Stepping gives no feel until the foot lands, boom.  The bump makes a small jarring disconnect in the embrace.  Harsh stepping is sometimes a follow who is not adjusted to her high heels yet.  So it may go away in a few moments.  If not, see below.

In a good embrace the lead knows exactly when the follow’s foot hits the floor.  Actually, he knows more.  He knows whether she slides her foot or lifts it, how gently she takes weight, and how much weight has been transferred.  He senses this because her posture is straight, her body relaxed but toned, and he can feel her center draped lightly across the front of his chest.   With many imperfect embraces, all this sense of footwork is lost.  

The first line of defense is to improve the specific embrace errors.   The willow embrace and the clothing embrace are difficult.  The others can be improved.
The second line of defense is the usual: be more grounded and be sure your chest and belly are projecting out with each step.  Make all your leads extra-clear, and all your steps fairly slow and predictable.  This is not a follow who wants to be surprised and delighted with the originality of your combinations.  Avoid unpredictable changes of direction.

One thing NOT to do the “John Wayne.”  That is, do not solve knee-banging or tangled feet by stepping to first one outside and then the other outside of your partner’s feet.  If you have to, you can take lots of steps all on the inside or outside track, but do not stagger side to side between them.  Save that for the cowboy movies.
As the follow relaxes and gains confidence, she will usually begin to feel the lead more intuitively and therefore faster, and the tangled feet will happen less and less often.  However this will not happen if the problem is with her taking too many steps, instead of too slow.  Some follows sneak in extra surprise weight changes during a step.  Frankly I haven’t much help to offer.  I try coming to a dead halt and restarting every time this happens.  Some learn.  The rest keep on skipping away.  Just remember what they look like, so you don’t ask them to dance again.  No matter what she looks like standing still.
TOO TALL:  Tango is one dance that works better when the partners are of roughly matched heights.  That means the follow is even in height with the lead, or at most 5 inches shorter.   This is when she is wearing her dancing heels, which are usually 3 inches high.   The reason this is important is the close embrace involves contact up and down the body, and it works best if the hearts are at about the same level.  The physics way to say this is it works better if the lead’s center of gravity is just above the follow’s.
The problem with a tall follow is her center of gravity is higher than the lead’s.  This changes the way the cooperative balance works.  The lead tends to tip the follow over, instead of displacing her.  And he has to lead up, instead of a little bit down.  These things make him feel awkward.  

Fortunately, taller women know this and they have often learned to compensate.  It is a mistake for the follow to lean or crouch.  This spoils the movement and the embrace.  The best is to develop an above-average balance so that the lead does not tip you over, but displaces your center as he should.  This involves keeping your tummy engaged in the embrace, or at least the top edge of it at your solar plexus.  It also helps to keep your head up.  Leaning far over to achieve the cheek-to-cheek is poor posture for dance.  Tango does affect that styling and experienced dancers learn to do it with an arch at the back of their necks so it does little harm.  But coming over and down will certainly put your head forward and harm your balance.  And tall follows need their balance, for sure.
Meanwhile the lead needs to avoid the temptation to stand on his toes, to make the embrace more aligned.  Standing on his toes works against a good grounding, and a good grounding is what he is going to need to cope with the follow’s high center of gravity.  So by all means rise tall from the waist up to the top of your hair, but keep the knees slightly flexed and your feet into the ground.
One thing the lead can do for a tall follow is adjust his embracing arm up a bit from his normal relaxed position.  A low embracing arm will limit the follow when she wants to swivel her hips below her shoulders.  Remember, the follow’s shoulders go with the lead’s, but the follow’s hips point in the direction her feet are going to step.  Inhibiting the tango twist of hips against shoulders will diminish the dance.

Another issue is the blind spot.  A tall follow blocks a good bit of the dance floor, so the lead has to be extra careful about whether other dancers are hidden by her head.  Unfortunately, tall follows do not help this out; they can very well have hair on the embrace side that sticks out and blocks the view.  Follows in general need to look in the mirror and see if their hairdo will get in their follow’s eyes.  For instance, frizz is overrated.  There is something to be said for the sleek, ’20s hairdo on a tango follow: it never blocks the lead’s view or gets in his eyes.  Also, tall follows do well to limit earrings in their right ears to simple studs.   Large right earrings will bang their partners in the face.  Having a left earring but not a right one is appropriate and even a bit sexy, for tango.  You are, in a sense, half undressed, out of consideration for your partner.
Finally, tall follows somehow end up with less lean and less separation from their partners’ feet.  It might be they are afraid of a heavy lean, and do not lean enough to create foot space.  It might be low embrace prevents a good lean.  In any case, the lead might have to deal with a bit of extra tightness in the foot spacing, with a tall follow.
So dance with tall follows, by all means.  But it will be a little more difficult to establish a good embrace and soft movements.  You will have to compromise your form a little bit, to compensate.

TOO SHORT:  Short follows create a different problem.  The main complication is that the contact is between the lead’s belly and the follow’s chest.  This means the contact is not as intimate or informative as usual for tango.  It also limits the lead’s ability to twist hips below shoulders.  Fortunately, leads do not need to do this as much as follows.  In fact quite spherical leads, who therefore have a hard time disassociating their shoulders from their hips, can still be adequate tango leads.
The embrace of a short follow works best with the encircling arm angled downwards.  The follow, of course, will have to wrap her arm around the side, or hold the lead’s upper arm.  Try for comfort.  On the open side, hands need to be low--at or below eye level for the follow.  Tall leads will make the mistake of raising the hands too high for comfort.  This is particularly important for older follows.  Shoulders can be stiff and not like having the arm raised.
A short follow has to adapt to a different head position.  Short follows put their left ear on their lead’s chest.  Whether they dance with their eyes open or closed, they don’t see much.

Short follows adapt.  They seem always to be able to take quite big steps, when big steps are led.   Hooks (enganches) will be difficult, because the knees are in the wrong places.   Sacadas will mostly work, but they should be done gently and late.  Volgadas work, but weight is mostly taken in the arms.  Colgadas work fine; the embracing arm is across the follow’s back, so it becomes difficult to “back dive.”   But Colgadas to the side require care, since the hand position is not optimal.

TOO ROUND:  Round women have a tough life in tango.  I have known some that dance lightly, with delicate balance, superb response to the lead, and some quickness.  However, they are fighting to overcome three difficulties. 

The first difficulty for a round follow is that her hips may not be able to twist as far against her shoulders as tango requires.  So she will be fudging the embrace some. That is, she will require a more open embrace so she can move her shoulders around a bit where others might not.  This is not good practice in general, since it breaks the intimate communication of the embrace.  So try not to lead too many large ochos or other pivots.

The second difficulty for a round follow is that she does not change direction as quickly as normal.  When dance floors are crowded or other dancers are unpredictable, the lead has to modify steps as he takes them, to get away from collisions.  Sometimes he even has to “take back” a step he has led, before it has landed.  Leads with sore knees will give them a good workout under these conditions, as half-balanced twists become common.  In traffic, the lead is in fall-back mode from time to time.  The arms are helping protect and move the follow when sudden adjustments are required.  A follow with lots of mass cannot be helped as much or as easily away from the danger of a collision.
The third difficulty for wide follows is the leads may not ‘clear’ around them, when the leading move requires moving around outside (closed side) or even sometimes inside the follow.  Leads have to loosen up the embrace more than usual when making these moves.  Along a similar line, the follow makes a larger circle in the molinete than usual, which also changes the spacing of the dance.

For all these reasons, round follows have a much harder time doing Argentine tango than average, and leads avoid them more than is fair.   Round follows have to work extra hard to be ‘good’ follows, and they still will miss out on some dances.  It will not be fair to them.  It will seem even more unfair since round leads can be in demand; their stomachs provide soft and easy separation, making footwork never in conflict.  Some round follows learn to dance open, where the limitations are less.   Others accept the unfairness and find tango good enough anyway and keep at it.  I say, good for them.  They end up with a small following of partners who have found out how good they are.

TOO FULL:  Big breasts are not an asset in tango.  The embrace becomes limited to contact between the lead’s chest and the follow’s breasts.   However, surprisingly little of the sense of breath and balance is lost in this arrangement, provided the embrace is gentle.  Some men like this arrangement and seek it out.  Others, possibly having grown up with ballerinas, find it unfamiliar.  What is more confusing is some women have artificially hard breasts, for some reason I could not possibly say.  Even with smaller breasts, this also leads to an embrace that rests more on the breasts and less up and down the body.   Again, leads are advised to keep the embrace light.  If so, very little of the sensitivity will be lost.
As an aside, taking the embrace at the start involves getting the follow’s breasts into a comfortable place.  One attractive follow I know calls this “arranging the pillows.”   Often this puts one breast in the hollow of the lead’s breast bone and the other just outside the right chest muscle.  Some turns or sudden moves may cause this second breast to get caught inside in a position that is uncomfortable for the follow.  Leads should take the earliest opportunity to pop the embrace a bit open and let things readjust.  Meanwhile, lighten up a bit.  Occasionally the choreography will not allow for adjustment for a step or two.  But follows appreciate the courtesy when it comes.  I would guess that sometimes leads forget.
APOLOGY TO FOLLOWS:  Most of this stuff is advice to leads about dealing with difficulties with follows.  As a lead myself, I do not know the other side: what the typical lead mistakes are in the embrace, or how to fix them.  I hope to find a follow who can talk with me about her side, and help write up a more balanced view.  Meanwhile, I am assured that just knowing what can go wrong helps follows learn how to go right.  So the pages will be of use to them at some level.  One good thing: you will know there are lot of bad things you do not do, and feel better for it.

Worse still I have focused on all the things that can go wrong in a tango embrace.  One of the reasons tango is so addictive is that things can go so very right in a tango embrace.  In fact, that is the basic thesis of embraces: they are wonderful and everyone wants to do them better and better.   I say……Yes.
