Invitations to Dance

At some point you will be told that the only acceptable invitation to Tango is by the “cabeceo,” also referred to as “the look.”   In practice there is great variation in local customs in this matter, with customs themselves changing with the site and time.

The cabeceo is an invitation and acceptance ritual executed entirely with the eyes.  The man looks directly at the woman.  The woman responds by looking directly back and holding his look.  The man will tilt his head and smile.  The woman will respond in a similar fashion.  At this point the agreement to dance has been made and both will walk towards each other, or to the dance floor immediately in front of the woman.  If the woman did not wish to accept the invitation, she needed only look away from the first eye contact.

There are some subtleties about the cabeceo.  Ideally, it can be done at a great distance, such as across a crowded dance floor.  Practically, with mild lighting and imperfect vision, it needs to be done at about 3 meters (10 feet).  Both ideally and practically, once the invitation has been accepted, no other invitation, including a verbal one from the person sitting next to you or someone whose path you cross on the way to your partner, should be allowed to cut in front.  It is completely acceptable to explain that you have already agreed to dance with someone else.  It is foolish to allow yourself to be “cut off.”  If, for instance, you are agreed to dance with a woman and you are intercepted by another, younger and prettier partner, you are faced with two options.  On the one hand, you could have the one dance with the younger woman, and leave the other feeling hurt and unhappy about dancing with you for the foreseeable future.  On the other hand, you can make your excuses to the younger woman and establish a lasting and enviable reputation with the older one, and likely her friends.

Another difficulty with the cabeceo is when several women are sitting together, all of them anxious to dance.  Under the circumstances, it will be necessary for the male to make his invitation clearly for the one partner, and clearly not for the others.  So you cannot initiate eye contact at a great distance and hold it as you walk up to make a clear head tilt, a thing you might otherwise do.  You must avoid all eyes until you are close enough for your intentioned partner to be unique.  It makes the women feel bad to get up to accept a dance when one has not meant to be offered.  It makes her feel even sillier to be in a group of four doing so.  The elegant way out of this, if two women are involved, is to dance the other immediately afterwards.  For a group of 4, walking by, turning, and doing a cabeceo at ridiculously short range with one of the 3 will make sufficient apologies.

All these details become even more confusing when making invitations with regular partners.  With them, eye contact and smiles can be merely greetings, while at another moment the head tilt or nod for an invitation can be almost implied, meaning the whole agreement is sealed in a single look.  Some of this is more clear in context: mid-tanda or when walking past is seldom an invitation; anything at the start of a tanda or even the end of a preceding one is likely an invitation.  If you are well known at a milonga, it is sometimes difficult to avoid being smiled into a tanda from one direction or another.  The situation can sometimes necessitate an unnecessary trip to the restroom.  Alternatively, a half-full wine glass is a good signal that you are not dancing at the moment.  Women achieve the same result by removing one shoe.

Local custom may not use the cabeceo, but falls back on the old-fashioned “asking for a dance,” using words.  This will often be the case for beginners, who may not have learned or be fully comfortable with the cabeceo.  For out-of-town travelers, this situation is a tragedy.  Being able to dance the language of Argentine tango in a country where you cannot speak the verbal language is a particular joy.  And the cabeceo means no speaking is required.  

Since customs can very dance floor by dance floor, sometimes confusion reigns.  I have heard women complain of a lack of partners at a dance where I had tried to ask them twice, using the cabeceo.  I have also gone without dances for most of an evening before I discovered that the local follows welcomed visiting leads, but were both unaware of the cabeceo tradition and unaccustomed to meeting the eyes of strangers.  At the other extreme, I have ended up dancing the bartender, as she came out from behind the bar when I looked at her to get a glass of wine.  She was such a fine dance I repeated the mistake later in the evening.  The conclusion is a sense of humor and some flexibility are both assets for social tango.

Beginners should be aware that in tango as in sports like tennis, people prefer to dance with other people of about their own level.  This is particularly true when there are sufficient partners.  An experienced lead can give a beginner a good dance, but it will involve a great deal of effort.  An experienced follow can make a beginning lead feel brilliant, but again the effort will be unusual.  This is not to mean beginners should feel shy or awkward or tense.  But they should, perhaps, be appreciative.  Anything is indulged when you are new to a dance floor, but in the long run it is best to be discrete.

Most tango dances have an excess of willing follows.  For many leads, leading requires concentration.  Few leads can dance a series of tandas, one after the other.  Follows, however, feel acutely idle when they are sitting out a tanda.  (Unless their feet hurt!)   So even when there is a balance of leads and follows, there will be an excess of willing follows at many times.  Under such circumstances, some follows become more forward about getting dances.  If the cabeceo is in use, they can subtly initiate eye contact, in hopes of encouraging a dance.  If verbal invitations are used, the follows will make them.  (The indirect invitation “are you dancing?” is one graceful way.)  Follows should be aware that most men are delighted to be asked.  The exception being those fortunate few advanced leads, who neither wish to dance a long list of beginners nor want to make a lady feel awkward by turning her down.

