More Careful Floor Courtesy

I need to go back to the basics, to establish the simple baseline understandings about dancing and making room for other dancers on a tango dance floor.   At a dance, or even a practica (practice session), the basic rule is that the dance moves around the floor in a counter-clockwise direction.   It is like a lane of automobile traffic.   The outside three or four feet (a meter) of the room form the traffic lane.  All the “cars” (couples) in the lane stay one behind the other.  Cars only move forwards.  Cars seldom pass each other.  They do so only when the car in front stops too long, and they do so on the inside (left-side).   The outside (right-side) is a wall, usually of table or chairs.  
This “Ronda” of dancers is like cars on an expressway in heavy traffic.  Everyone hates to stop in one place for long.  No one is supposed to let a large space open up in front of them.   
There is a little confusion where any space opens up along the outside wall of the dance floor.   Couples will make an excursion into the corner space or spaces between tables, to do a few flourishes that do not fit in the regular lane.  This looks confusing, until you realize that the couple behind them does not think the couple making the excursion has lost its place in the lane.  The excursion is an understood opportunity.  

Courtesy says you do not enter the outside lane of dance unless you are both able and willing to follow its conventions.   On some dance floors this courtesy is a rule, by which I mean the regular leads will take it upon themselves to intimidate visitors who do not follow the flow.   
Sometimes this intimidation is meant to keep the visitors from dancing with the local follows, as much as it is to inform the visitor of the proper form.   This can be true in crowded floors, particularly in larger cities in Europe and the US.   It can also be true on almost empty floors, in places where “Latin” temperament allows intimidation of male “competitors.”   
Otherwise, in most venues, no one will speak to you, or even bump into you if you mess up the outer line of dance.  But they will be bothered by your discourtesy.  Once is a mistake.  Three times is a pattern and you will be known as a problem.   In your own community, you will be thought of as one of the local “hazards.”   Some leads will stop giving you space and stand up to your moves, allowing collisions.   Some follows will prefer not to dance with you.   The outer lane is where people are fussy.  You should have the skill and attention to use it properly.  This is even true when it is nearly empty.  Dancers on other parts of the floor will avoid it, and dancers in the lane will mostly stay in it.   Dancers entering the floor will pass into or through it only in traffic gaps, or when allowed by a nod and a smile from someone in the lane.
The next lane is almost always exists, also.  The rules are not so strict.   But even when it is only partly full, it is thought to be “there.”   That means dancers in the outer lane know that people from the second lane are only dancing in their line, not in-or-out or sideways.  The outer lane is not “threatened” by dancers very close in the second lane.  They are expected to stay in their lane.   Outer lane dancers who find they have to pass an obstructing couple have the fullest responsibility to pass using spaces in the second lane, not by disrupting it.

There is seldom a third lane of traffic, in practice or even in the minds of the people in the second lane.   The middle of the floor is for beginners and people fooling around.   Even then, it flows, forward mostly, in the same direction as the lanes.  But people cut across, and into any open space.  They get into more collisions, and more collision avoidance maneuvers.  And they do not worry about it as much.
If the floor is even a little crowded, it takes between two and four couples not following the conventions to make dancing difficult for the whole floor.  Here are the more common forms of obstruction.

FIRE PLUGS -- Some leads dance for a long time in one space.   That is only slightly obstructive if the space they choose is in the middle of the floor.  But it brings the entire ring of dancers to a halt, if that space is in one of the lines of dance.    Everyone piles up behind them.  On top of that, couples start to dodge unpredictably into the next line of dance, or the middle section, to get around them.   Fire plugs are still obstructions even if they move a little bit, or even if they sporadically move half the dance floor, as it waits in front of them.   Strangely enough, most fire plugs are fairly advanced dancers.  It takes some skill to choreograph a lot of music without causing some forward motion.  But they seem to have missed out on how slow they make things for everyone else.  After all, no one around them is moving, either!  We have one fire plug where I dance, who happens to be one of the gentlest, nicest, and most considerate people in the community, and a famously sweet lead to boot.   But he is a premier traffic obstruction at the milonga
SAND IN THE GEARS – The absolute worst effect can be had by someone who dances between the first and second line of dance.  This messes up the flow in both, and it blocks movements to flow around him.   I believe some such cases are people who cannot dance accurately enough to dance close to the tables in the first line of dance and believe that the position they have taken is itself the proper first line of dance.  He is not observing the rest of the floor, which will have established a clear line of dancers outside of him.  The more frequent case is someone who finds the small space between the lines of dance convenient for dancing his own pace of forward motion.  He is oblivious to the disruption to the rest of the dance floor he is creating.   Such self-importance is not limited to ignorant beginners.   One such I know is an Argentine by birth, albeit of not of Latin extraction.   When he bumps into you, your partner is likely to say, “oh, its X____.”    All know about him.
ELEPHANTS – For very good reasons, overly large dancers tend to partner up on the tango floor.  Large couples take up a lot of space and move differently, particularly if they are beginners dancing open embrace.   Elephants are only a source of fear because if they step on you, you may never dance again.   So people give them a wider clearance space than usual.   Experienced elephants, and I know one particularly pleasant couple, seem to take up no more space than anyone else and do not seem a risk.  Because they are taller, they can see other traffic well and are perhaps even less in risk of collisions.
NUEVOS – In most cities where there are enough dancers, those who dance nuevo tango style dance different places or different times than those who dance milonguero or salon tango.   Most nuevos are of an age to be “before kids.”   Most milongueros are “after kids.”   So age as well as style separates these two kinds of dancers.   There is a good reason to separate them.  The milonguero style was developed for crowded floors and small spaces.  When it opens up, it still either moves in a tight line, or dwells in a space of just over a square yard.   The nuevo style is more open and involves many more big moves, such as high-and-wide boleos.   Standing in one place, a nuevo couple needs at least twice the linear dimensions, about an 8 foot square, to dance and not clip anyone.   Some extra is needed because the kicks tend to be fast as well as high, so the cost of an accident is higher.   And neuvos tend to stay in one place; they have lots of circular moves and their social conventions are closer to dance floors like Salsa, where you stake out your space and stay there.   A few adapt to the line of dance, but most go to the middle of the floor when a line of dance is apparent.   This is good.   Neuvos seem to be able to predict each other’s moves, but not linear moves.   And traditional tangueros seem to be able to predict their own moves, but cannot tell when a nuevo is about to do to a big move.  So they have to give each other a wider-than-usual berth.
In my town it used to be that the nuevos showed up late.  After a little while of mixing the styles of dancing, the traditionalists went home.  They were about to any way.  I liked the arrangement.  Everyone was kind and it seemed like a cooperative handing over of the torch.   The traditionalists were treated and maybe tempted by some flashier moves.  And the nuevos observed couples emphasizing expression and musicality.  However, we now have a larger community than before, and the two groups are drifting to their own places.  There is even one nuevo teacher who runs a milonga that has become completely traditional, because it starts earlier in the evening.   She is happy.

IMPRESSARIOS -- Many of the difficult moments in floorcraft are caused by intermediate leads showing off the new steps they know to their follows.   In this case it is all they can do to execute the step.   In fact you often see them pausing to let the follow figure out what to do.   The difficulty is, these leads have no attention left for other dancers on the floor.  They seem to feel that if they are doing a combination right, they are doing tango properly and the other couples on the floor can take care of themselves.  Except they are not doing the combination right if it is not staying in the lane of dance and avoiding collisions with other couples.   One of the driving reasons tango is improvisational one step at a time is that you cannot know what next step to take until you see what direction your follow has ended up going, and what spaces are opening up on the dance floor.   Combinations of steps taught in class are exercises in possibilities.  They are not conventions your follow knows, nor are other couples obliged to give you the space to complete them.   Often other dancers recognize those trying to impress their partners by their fixed, head-down focus.  Their eyes are not scanning the floor for space.  Some combinations taught in class will never be done short of an exhibition.  I recall one that lasted eight steps and started by falling backwards irretrievably, two steps into the blind spot.

BACKWARDS -- It is not true that tango never takes a step backwards—that is to say against the line of dance.  It is not true in Buenos Aires, it is not true with Argentine dancers, it is not true with experienced dancers.  It just is not true.  What is true is that steps back against the line of dance are completely the responsibility of the stepper.  He must be sure than the couple behind him is not about to use the space.  That means either the space is open some steps behind him and he knows it, or he is taking a small step back into a space just vacated on the previous step.   The space a half-step behind a lead is mostly his space to use.  Otherwise he could never lead a molinete, which puts the follow into that space as he makes the pivoting center.   And by “a half-step behind” I mean both the space of half-a-step to the back and also the space occupied a half a step ago.   Many entrance steps to a molinete take advantage of this by being a step forward, so the circling follow is stepping into space just vacated.  Aside from the half-step behind, there is no mercy and no excuse for a lead who moves backwards and has a collision.  He is abjectly at fault.  Once is a mistake.  It might be forgiven.  Twice is a character flaw.

OWN THE FLOOR – Teachers and anyone who is famous in the local tango community will find that lesser couples give them extra space on the dance floor.   Some teachers use it.  I know one who actually does own the dance floor.   He dances large and strong and somewhat nuevo and he dances wherever he wants.   He gets his space.   Off the floor, he is the most considerate of hosts.   At the same milonga is another teaching couple.  They, amazingly, dance brilliant nuevo tango staying in and moving with the outer line of dance, which is mostly traditionalists.   This couple disaccommodates absolutely nobody.  They have the skill, and use it.
DANCE NAZIS – Some dancefloors, some DJs, and some teachers are adamant about line of dance rules.  That is, they display religious fervor about everyone following the rules: no lane changes, no dancing in the middle of the floor.  One place had tables and yellow police tape up in the middle of the floor, to prevent its use.  I agree that the line of dance works well and beautifully if everyone stays in it and keeps moving.   However, it only takes one fireplug or one prolonged conversation in place to ruin it.   So what do you do then?   I think you forgive and forget.   You work around, and you allow for deviations.   Line of dance discipline is an ideal.  Reality has to deal with people who lack the skill, or just plain make mistakes.   Also, reality is that floors are not always crowded and it is fun to use space when you have it.  Further, it is good to have a place in the middle for beginners and those wanting to horse around.   The idea that no one should come to a milonga until they are good enough to obey the line of dance seems a bit snobby to me.   A milonga only for perfect people would be lightly attended.  And possibly not by the nicest partners.
