More Embrace—Standing Still
There is more confusion about the tango embrace, and more satisfaction from getting it right, than any other part of tango.   By “tango embrace” I mean the traditional, milongero close embrace.  Nuevo partners do not embrace, in the same sense.  One of the best nuevo teachers I know has students practice with no touching at all.   On the other hand, the salon embrace is a modification of the close embrace.  Since the embrace can open and close during the dance anyway, the salon embrace is almost a stylization of the close embrace.  What I discuss below is strictly the close embrace, not the nuevo nor the salon embrace.  I think the distinctive characteristics of close embrace are the soul of tango.  You take up tango because of the flashy moves and passionate styling of show tango.  You keep tango for a lifetime because of the small, sweet details of the close embrace.  These are details no one, not your mother watching closely, can see.   They are between you and your partner, and they represent a rich bodily communication.  Not necessarily sexy, but always trusting, caring, and happy.
Ballerino Edward Villella once said if you can merely stand in ballet’s first position, you can dance ballet.   His next words were, “it takes 10 years to learn to stand in first position.”   For tango, if you can take the embrace at the start of the dance, before moving, then you can dance tango.  You just have to keep it when moving.  Or more truthfully, when moving bigger.  Because even though you appear to be standing still as you take the embrace at the start of a tanda, you are moving together a little bit.  At least you are if your embrace is working.
Do not be intimidated by all the magical words.  They are intended to help you imagine the promises of a sweet embrace.   We all start out struggling, and we all have mixed success, day to day, song to song, and partner to partner.  Even the most experienced dancers.   I know, because some of them dance with me.  Adding to the confusion, different teachers teach the embrace different ways.  It is not only a matter of different teaching styles, different images, or different moments in the student’s progress.  Some teachers are teaching a different basic embrace than others.  What I try to illuminate here is the embrace that the majority of US teachers and the preponderance of Argentine teachers seem to be explaining, as near as I can tell.   It is also the embrace that those teachers who emphasize teaching the embrace as a separate class or workshop all seem to aim for.

First of all, a few concepts.   For a start, you cannot share an embrace until you can be responsible for your own balance.  I know tango is a partnership with a shared balance.  But you have to be able and active in keeping your own balance.  There will be moments when you are off balance, some intentional and some by chance.  The partnership will be about restoring balance, or using the off-balance as part of a move.  But you never depend on your partner for balance, you merely trust the partnership to deal with out-of-balance when it develops.

Second, the force in the embrace is trying to be constant.  That constant can be so light that the bodies barely touch.  As long as you can feel your partner breathing, your embrace can work.   Advanced dancers often have a very light embrace.  But they are so consistent that it never breaks contact.   Beginning dancers need a firmer embrace.  The variations while moving will be bigger, and it is important that the embrace not break apart entirely.  So if you can dance with one pound plus-or-minus a couple of ounces, OK.  But if your partnership is not so perfect, if the embrace varies by 2 ½ pounds, then the baseline force needs to be 3 pounds, at least.  And in either case, just before big or unexpected moves, the lead will increase the force.
Third, the arms have nothing to do with the normal force in the embrace.  The arms are there to put you back to the perfect embrace when it comes undone for some reason.  That reason can be a mistake.  That reason can be a counter-balancing move that needs more force.  That reason can be a sudden change of direction, for music or to dodge another couple.  But in the relaxed standing position, before you start, the arms are not making the embrace happen.  They are merely holding themselves up.
What makes the embrace happen is a very small lean toward your partner.  This lean would put your weight onto your toes, except the body contact puts you back onto the ball of your foot (if you are a follow), or your full foot (if you are a lead).  Now this idea of a lean is a misleading image for most people.  The embrace feels like a hug.  The physics of the situation say it is a lean.  But it does not feel like one.  In fact, if it does feel like a lean, likely you have it wrong.

Here is how some of the best teachers have said to get started in the embrace.  Stand one foot-length away from your partner, facing almost even to each other.  Reach up above and behind your partner’s head, like reaching a can of soup on the top shelf in the kitchen.   Now lower your elbows until your hands are about where you want them for the embrace.  If your bodies come together so they are joined evenly from the bottom of the rib-cage up to your hearts, you have it.   Different body sizes and shapes will cause considerable variation in this, but it is the ideal.  
The most common mistake is to make the contact too high.  As a first idea, when the embrace feels too strong or not alive enough, try sticking your tummy out a little bit, so there is good contact at the top of your stomach muscles, at the upsweep of your meeting ribs.   As you emphasize this, you will be arching your lower back just a little, which creates footspace.  Having said that, observe that well-oiled couples work with very little foot space, opening only when a move requires, and then not a fraction more than is necessary.
So there you are, joined at the solar plexus.  (Remember, I left you just standing down after reaching for that can of soup.)   The hands on the open side are hovering near each other, but not touching.  Elbows point down.  The follow’s embracing arm is hovering either over her partner’s shoulder or around the side.  The lead’s embracing forearm is hovering behind the follow’s back.  These elbows are not lifted, either.  You can feel each other breathing.  You will be more comfortable if you do breathe, and move a little bit, maybe side-to-side or maybe in a small swirling motion.  It would be nice if you could stay there, listening to gentle tango music.  Try to relax and enjoy the feeling of breathing and moving a little and embracing almost without arms.  It can be quite sweet and relaxing.  If your arms get tired, they can take up the full dance positions.  But only if that does not break the mood of the embrace.  There will come a time in your tango career when at the end of a song or a tanda, you hold the embrace unmoving as long as polite society will let you.  It will be the best part of a beautiful dance.  But right now, don’t hold out for bliss.  Just comfort.

Here are some things to think about.  Your chest is slightly inflated.  Dance posture does not have you breathing all the way out.  Actually, you do, but you do so by filling your rib-cage from below, keeping the ribs expanded some.   Again, don’t let the physics distract you.  At this point, feel that you have a bit of “breath” in you.   Another thing to think about, you are standing up straight.  Your head his balanced straight up, which will mean your shoulders are relaxed and down in their sockets and the back of your neck feels lifted a bit.   Your chin is in, and you may be looking slightly upward, under your eyebrows.  Maybe you feel a little sultry, with that head.  You are not, at this point, touching your partner’s cheek with yours.  That is a later complication and one that often causes compromise of the best embrace.  


Overall, your upper body is lifted, with the head and shoulders just above the hips and a nice loose feeling in the lower back.  This will allow you to twist your hips and shoulders against each other, creating the classic sensual look of tango.  Meanwhile your legs are no longer lifting you to that top shelf in the kitchen.  Feet are grabbing the floor, and the knees are relaxed—ever-so-slightly bent, or at least not locked straight.  They will be at full stretch only while reaching for a step, not when your knees are collected together.  And your embracing arms are touching your partner over some length, lightly but enough to give rest.  You cannot be thinking of all these things when you are in an embrace.  But if you are standing together trying to achieve an embrace and it is not working, then you can run over the idea of back lifted straight from hip to head, legs rooted to the floor, elbows down, and arms relaxed and touching.
One thing you are not doing is sticking your butt out.  I know some teachers instruct you to arch your lower back.  I acknowledge that some Argentine ballerina’s have well-developed and prominent glutei maximi.   I even admit that there can need to be a small curvature in the lower back in the embrace, and a larger one momentarily during some moves.  All this to keep the hips clear of each other.  But the lower back needs to be as straight as it can, so the hip-to-shoulder twists can be as big and relaxed as they can, and so the embrace contact is even and not too strong, up and down your front.  So at most only a little curvature, if it feels comfortable.  Just to transition between the legs, grabbing downwards, and the body, reaching up.  The two ways to make the embrace heavy and high are to arch the back or hunch the head-and-shoulders.  So if the embrace is heavy or high, check these points.

I think the only way to learn the embrace is from another body.  You have to be embraced by someone who knows, and then you have to open yourself up, and respond.  It is devilishly difficult for two beginners to “get” the embrace with each other.  And no one learns it from a book.  So bear in mind if the embrace is not working for you, you have to sort out whether is it you or your partner or both who is making it go off.   And you should practice hugging, everyone you can.
As a lead, there is very little you can do to correct a bad embrace.   Your first line will be to help your partner relax.  Relax yourself, particularly your shoulders.  Breathe simply and smoothly and calmly.  Dance simply and smoothly and calmly.  Try to appreciate good timing or smooth responses you get.   These are the basics.  You can try re-taking the arm positions.  If the lifted arm is rigid, the grip is firm, or the elbow is pointed back, you can try releasing the hand and taking it up again, very softly.  You can try moving the arm lower and closer, to see if you get more downward bend.   But for many, that arm is going to return to that braced position again in a few steps.  If the embracing arm is holding you hard or hanging on you, chances are you are both hunching over.  Try straightening your upper body, and moving your chin back and up.  On the other hand, if the follow is leaning back into your right forearm, you can release it.  You can dance holding her between the crook of your elbow and two finger tips.  Unfortunately, most of these adjustments fail.   Really experienced leads have such strong grounding and such massive upper body positions that the follow has difficulty holding a disadvantageous embrace. But for most mortal leads, you try a few things and then switch to open embrace if it gets too difficult.
I don’t know what a follow can do to help a lead whose embrace is bad.  There appear to be two common faults.  One is hunching over, keeping the lower body and legs too far away from the partner.   Maybe standing straighter helps, but mostly I see follows just struggling to keep their balance in this arrangement.  The other common problem is holding too strongly.  This does have a natural defense.  Use your arms to force yourself back away.   The embrace-side hand can be on his bicep, giving you lots of purchase for back-force.  An alternative is to push your forehead into the lead, but this will ruin your balance and does not allow a constructive accommodation.

Part of the problem in the US, I am told by one superb teacher, is that the full-body hug is not a US hug.  It is not easy for someone from the US culture to “give” her body to her lead, as is necessary for a good embrace.   And some leads appear to have never even hugged their teddy bears.  In the US, women tend to hug as if they were leaning over a small table positioned in-between, and men do not hug at all.   The table-hug is not an attractive dance posture.  But the US is not the only place with cultural problems with close embrace.  My experience so far in England is that follows with a good embrace have all lived abroad.  (I look forward to being proved wrong.)
The message here is that a good embrace is not all about posture.  It is about opening yourself up to your partner, in a trusting and comforting way.  Remember, it is only for the dance and only on the dance floor.  This need for opening goes for leads as well as follows.  A lead should think of making his follow feel cherished and protected.  (On the dance floor she should BE cherished and protected.)  He should surround her with his chest and arms, leaving her almost to float in the middle of the circle.  At the same time, she should delicately paste herself to his chest.   

One exercise for trust is to move around the dance floor with your eyes closed.  I do not mean in close embrace.  I mean in the learning forearm-to-forearm hold.   One partner keeps eyes closed while the other steps the couple all around—forward, side, and back.  Not for a few steps, for a whole song until the eyes-closed one has no idea where they are on the floor and gives up trying to know.  Then switch.  In fact, start with the lead being the one with eyes closed.  He will better know what comfort to provide the follow.
If this were a class in the embrace, we have tried standing still together, with a slight breathing and stirring motion but no steps.  We have stepped around with eyes closed but in open position.  Now we can try walking in the embrace.   It is hard at first to relax, keep the embrace comforting, and just walk.  But after a song or two, it can become addictive.  That addiction will stay with you.  It is what makes tango a lifetime aspiration.   You may as well acquire it now.  You may need its vision to get you through the hard parts of learning to dance.  Particularly if you are a beginning lead.  Or if you are a beginning follow dancing with beginning leads.

More Embrace—Moving
The principle of leading simple steps in tango is this: you put the follow off-balance in just the right way so that she instinctively takes the step you want.  Then you follow her.   You do this by moving her chest.  More correctly, you do this by moving your chest.  She, on her part, tries to keep the embrace perfect and follows your chest with hers.  In close embrace you are holding her, so she has little choice.  If she is a beginner, or asleep, you may have to muscle her.  But ideally, you are so smooth and anticipatory and she is so sensitive and balanced that she moves with you like your shirt.  You move just a fraction before it does, but it catches up pretty fast, and you land together.
This coordination is possible because the close embrace means you can sense your partner’s balance and body position in minute detail.  It cannot work by the normal dance process of the follow noticing the lead’s signal of what to do, then she ordering her body to do it.  The lead’s volition passes to the follow without intellectual intervention.  Her chest moves to stay with his.  She relaxes, and lets it happen.   My “cognac” partner in this respect says all she does is close her eyes and think on my chest.  The delicacy of her movements cannot be expressed.
After that, her body follows.  If her shoulders had to twist, her hips will catch up with that twist.  If the move was straight, the hips will displace straight.  That is the baseline idea.  The baseline idea quickly gets complicated, but you have to “have” it first.  The lead moves his chest, to get the follow’s chest to move.  Then the follow catches up, with her hips and legs.  

The first kind of displacement is stepping forward or sideways.  It is a straight displacement of the solar plexus in one direction: front, sideways, or back.  The follow moves her solar plexus to match, and this puts her slightly off balance.  Her foot then shoots out to catch herself, and she is now taking the step the lead wanted.  He is “dancing’ her feet, in this way.  What he does with his own feet is not important.  In strict milongero style, it is seldom even interesting.  He does not draw attention from the woman, who is doing the dancing.  Having moved her chest a teeny bit, and moved her leg out to catch herself, the follow has left her hips where they started.  She will complete the step by keeping her hips under her shoulders, and continuing to displace her whole upper body “like moving a refrigerator” in an upright position.  No willowy swaying.  No visible leaning.  Just an orderly displacement, propelled from the floor by the standing foot.  Sideways, forward, or back.
Now the question is how big or how slow is the step going to be?   At the advanced level, the lead implies this and the follow influences it.  At the beginning level, the follow mostly makes an extra-big step if a big step seems to be implied, an extra-small step if a small step is implied, and a normal step otherwise.  On a crowded floor or as part of a complicated step, the lead may adjust this mid-stride.  But beginners just complete the step.  They have been put off-balance, and they take the natural step that puts them back onto balance, or as close as they can come under the circumstances.  Few leads are perfect.  But the idea is to get back to that perfect standing-still embrace.  Do not step away and separate the embrace.  Do not step into the lead and knock together.  In short, try to end just as close and just and connected as you were at the start.  He put the team out of balance to get the step; he counts on you to make the moves necessary to keep the connection.  That is “leading,” and “following.”   
The second chest move is a twist, not a displacement.  The lead moves around the follow but still facing her, so the follow’s shoulders will twist above her hips, if she follows.  Straight chest moves are steps; moves around the follow as a center produce a twist.  So the follow keeps the embrace by rotating her shoulders to continue to be with the chest of the lead.  
A bad lead will tear her off her center.  There is little the follow can do to maintain the embrace, under the circumstances.  In fact, it would be a mistake to take the shoulders with the lead, keeping the pressure of the embrace, and leave the hips and feet behind and out of balance.  Better to take the hips off center, lean more to the lead, and poise the unloaded foot for a step.  In short, take it as a twist lead, followed by a displacement lead, even if that was not the idea.  The embrace is increased, and the upright hips-shoulders position is maintained.  What gives is the solo balance.  In advanced moves, this can be the lead’s intention.   It should not be his intention to tilt the upper body, much.
With a pure led rotation, the upper body of the follow makes that twist, and her hips will stay put for a spit second.  Then as the twist develops further, the hips will “catch up” and often pass the shoulders.  The legs will be gathered close at the knees.  This is a pivot on the ball of the standing foot.  Pivots are usually followed by a step in the new direction of the hips.  But the idea is that pivots and steps are two different moves.  They are made one before the other.  Not together.

As with a step, a pivot does not have any visible willowy movement.  Hips do not move up or down.  Everything stays even.   It is a twist, not a swing or a swoop.   This maintains that pure, simple, sweet embrace.  Nothing happens up top.   Ideally the lead has not moved the follow’s center, so no foot reaches out to the floor for balance.   That will come in a second, as a displacement step.  The twist was the “set up.”   Things blur, particularly in the molinete, but it will not hurt to think of twists and steps as separate.  And it will hurt if you do not lead them that way.   (The complication in the molinete is that the lead pivots with his chest, and the follow runs around him, trying to keep their chests in the embrace and him on balance as the center.)  
As with steps, there is the question of how big a twist, and how fast.  Different from a step, there are few small twists.  Follows almost always twist the hips double the shoulder’s twist.  A common exception is the hint of a twist the lead makes when he leads a sidestep in the “wrong” direction—that is to say in stepping across the standing leg. Then the twist says whether to cross in front or behind.  Mostly you will not feel this at all.  You just take whatever feels right, and it will be.   Leads don’t think this through, either.  They just sort of “will it” one way of the other and it happens.  And if they do the move strictly correctly, they decide you with a small move backwards or forwards.  This either creates the space between you for the forward cross, or closes it up for the back cross.  The micro-twist is just a pre-lead.  But do not weep bitter tears if you get help from neither.  Just take a step and let the lead figure out what to do with it.  The idea is to keep the embrace.  Steps are secondary.  As one partner I have says: “no one could tell it wasn’t what we intended.”  If the embrace changes, they can tell.  And so can you.
More Embrace—Leaning

There are tango moves that require a change in the embrace.  The first is the volgada, in which the lead takes extra weight into the embrace in order to hold the follow to him while her feet stay away.  The other is colgada, in which the couple turns around a point and hold each other to prevent centripetal force from separating them.

Fair warning: my partners suggest few leads do the volgada well, and I only do a minimal milongero colgada.  So take my words below with more than the usual caution.  Topically, the issue is what these do to the embrace.  Which embrace otherwise is this constant cozy hug that the lead microscopically spoils and the follow sensitively corrects.
The volgada is that sweeping move where the lead steps away from the follow, the follow gives him her upper body, and the follow is left balancing on an outstretched leg.   Often the free leg of the follow will be sweeping, but that is not necessary.   Here the embrace tries to stay the same, just stronger.  The lead takes the follow’s weight by holding a little with his wrapping arm, taking her to his chest, and moving his body away at a time when she cannot follow with her feet.   She does not dive onto him.  Instead she tries to maintain upright hips-under-shoulders body posture, arching her lower back.  She only partly succeeds, but the ideal is to try to keep the body contact even from the solar plexus (bottom of the rib cage) up.   If she does this well, the lead gets no more weight than he asks for and he can lead large top-heavy women comfortably.  (Even sylph-like follows are afraid they are too heavy, at first.)   If she leans in on him (a) she can load him up so he hurts his back and (b) she can load herself up so she hurts her back.  The lead can protect against this by turning slightly sideways and putting his hip in to take weight.  But that is pathology, not dance.   With confidence, all that happens is a very lovely and dramatic increase in the embrace, with little download.   What holds the follow up is the horizontal push-back from the embrace.  Not a vertical lift from the arms.   No sweat, and no pain.  Volgada’s are pretty showy steps for old-fashioned milongero dancing.  Others can see what is happening.  But they fit naturally into the style.   I love them; my partners love them; non-dancers watching from tables at the side applaud them.   They can be slow or fast, and they can be quite musical.
Colgadas are more difficult, at least for me.   Colgadas have the couple spinning about a central point, holding onto each other to keep from flying apart.   The idea as usual is that neither partner gives up the upright body posture.  No one leans back.  But at the same time, the two are spinning about the spot in their middle and holding each other from going backwards.  So they bend their knees and “sit” into each other’s weight.   The embrace goes “negative.”  That is, the embracing arms overcome the spinning force driving the embrace apart.  There may well be some separation.   The arms (mainly the lead’s embracing arm, with the follow as back-up) take the force of the turn.   The only colgada you can do and stay facing each other in close embrace is a pivot turn on the spot of the follow’s standing foot.   The lead’s feet are to either side, with weight changes driving the spin.   Both partners are standing almost straight (theoretically, they “sit” a little), and the embrace does not undo.  The truth is, I do not do it theoretically right—I stay pretty straight.  But I do maintain the embrace as I “cheat.”   The other truth is, I seldom see this done in close embrace, anyway.  Unless there are mirrors in the room.
More Embrace—Losses and Gains

It is possible to keep the feeling of close embrace and not be in a chest-to-chest embrace.  Keeping the feeling means being in enough contact to be minutely aware of your partner’s entire body position and balance.  These postures are visited shortly, during particular steps.  They are not maintained.

The first not-closed close embrace has the follow facing sideways to the lead.  This happens by rolling from the heart-to-heart position to an open “V”.  Contact will be at the follows hips and the side of her chest.   The simplest of these happens naturally in an over-turned back ocho.   Strict milongero back ocho’s are little more than a backward step taken just slightly too far around.   Even then, the lead may choose to exaggerate his steps so that he is on one side of his follow, and then the other.  He puts himself in a position to “catch her” if she were to fall too far back.   (If done sweetly and expressively, this is what I call the “fainting princess” ocho, which has its moments.)   In stepping around the side of the ocho, the lead rolls the embrace to a side-embrace.  Alternatively, the lead can ask the follow to pivot more to the side herself.  If he stays forward-facing, the embrace again becomes a side-embrace.  
The other side-embrace is the “Americano,” which is not a term of endearment.  The Americano is a tango step stylized for US tango movies in the 1930s.  Both partners face the open side of the embrace and step forwards with their inside legs.  Contact is at the shoulders and all along the touching sides of the thighs.   Thighs touch from hip to knee as the lower legs extend together.   If you do not do this, you loose the embrace entirely.   If you do, you still have it, and you can time your foot extensions together, which is exquisite.
The nicest part of these moves is the return to the full embrace afterwards.  It should be slow and gentle—welcoming your partner back to hearts touching and breathe together.  It heightens the appreciation of the full embrace to give it up, and recapture it.

I have said too much technical about the embrace.  I have not said enough emotional about it.  Whatever the posture, the embrace is a hug—a musical hug.   It is a feeling of giving and sharing and helping, with a bit of responsibility in there just for strength.   Ballet dancers with perfect control over posture can have a bad embrace.   Often they do as beginners, simply because their dance training has been solo.  At the same time, some lucky beginning follows can “get it” right away, which allows a good lead to do advanced moves with them, if he forgets.   The right receptive tone-without-tension works.  On the other hand, I doubt if there are any “natural” first-time leads.  The lead has to acquire several skills and some vocabulary, before he can do his part at all.   
My particular advice at the start is keep it simple.  Tango is walking, with attitude.  Steps are just what you do to connect the walking parts.   If in doubt, do less, and do it slowly.  Notice your partner, and enjoy.
