Musicality

In terms familiar to performance dance professionals, tango is “contact improv.”   The contact part is obvious; the partners are using each other to balance.   The improvisational part means the choreography is not planned ahead of time.  It is made up on the spot in response to the music, floor space, and dancers’ mood.

In a way, tango dancing is like jazz.   The dancers do not dance “on the music”; they dance with the music.   They do not match the music, they are another line in the music.   They are like a player in jazz.   They interact with the other players, sometimes matching them, sometimes following them, sometimes even leading them.   One teacher described it as “like a bird in a tree, flying through the branches and landing from branch to branch.”   Movement on the music is marching.  Movement to the music is dancing.

In this sense, the tango dancer’s musicality is both in the details of timing, and in the larger movements.   Sometimes the music swirls, and sometimes the dancers turn.   They can turn after they hear the swirl, they can turn as the music swirls, and sometimes they can turn before the swirl in the music, anticipating and leading it.   You know you are having a good night when you feel compelled to turn and find you have anticipated the music.   Maybe you know it by heart.   But just maybe you are in tune with the musicians.   

The swirl illustrates the idea of larger moves.  More often the quality of tango comes from the phrasing—the internal timing of individual steps.   Tango dancers are often late on the beat.  How late and when is part of their phrasing.  They also stretch or accelerate parts of individual steps, which pacing is called “cadenza” when it is admired.   These phrasings often respond to the violin in the orchestra, because the violin most often gets the melody or variations.   
Smaller timing is illustrated by the expressive walking.   A four-beat walk can go medium-long&sideways-medium-long&late.   Parts of each simple step can be adjusted to play with the music.   For example the pre-lead might be on time, but the beginning of stepping movement held off for an excruciatingly long moment, before taking the step.  Or the step can be strung out so it is slow and ends late.  This can be combined with a lilt, or a rocking motion, or a slow rotation.  The three parts of the step (the mark or pre-lead, the step, and the collection) can have similar weights, or they each can be short or long, changing the expression.   On top of this the head, neck, and shoulders can be moving or the body lifting as an additional styling.  Most smaller expressiveness is only appreciated by the couple itself.  It is invisible to outside observers.  But it can inspire sighs for the intimate drama of simple movement, from the partners themselves.
Classes try to teach musicality.   The best of these do no more than experiment with different rhythms and practice the insertion of pauses or double-time steps.   You can open people’s minds to more variation in the timing of tango steps, but it is almost impossible to teach a sense of timing.  Each lead develops his own.  Some struggle just to be in time with the music at all.  Some will play with the music and move around in the timing, naturally.   

Tango orchestras do not contain percussion instruments (unless you count the piano), because the beat itself is not emphasized.   The signature bandonian usually carries the rhythm of a tango, and therefore is seldom the inspiration for improvisation by the dancers.   It is true that some tangos, particularly modern ones, are insistently rhythmic.   Some so much so that it becomes difficult to discuss any other musical line.   However, for a social dance, tango is singularly melodic, providing little support for the rhythmically impaired.  

Tango dancers also vary how they relate to the basic rhythm.  Sometimes they are dancing 2 for 1 (“traspie”), 1 for 2 (slowly), or even 2 for 3 (“contra piano”).   In this they can be on their own, or perhaps in agreement with one of the musicians in the orchestra.    Teachers trying to teach musicality emphasize these possibilities.   You may gain permission to be musical from these exercises, but musicality itself is difficult to teach.
For those without musical training, musicality in tango can be though of as “expression.”    I helped one young man watch his first social tango dancing the other day.  His immediate reaction was that there was not much going on, but it was so “emotional.”   I suspect if he takes up tango, his will be quite musical.  At the same time, classically trained musicians do not automatically become great tango dancers.   Jazz musicians may have a better chance.

While many leads benefit from one musicality class, class benefits for follows are less obvious.  A follow’s job is mostly to go with and enjoy the lead’s timing.   True, an advanced follow contributes to timing by how she chooses to land each step, but the approximate timing is implied by the lead.  Also true, a good follow can put a lead with a poor sense of timing back on the beat.  Finally, the follow can steal the lead and take over the timing, if the partnership is good and the lead is attentive to her wishes.   But largely, once the follow accepts that tango can pause, can be late on the beat, and can quick-time steps, all she has to do is stay open to this dimension of the choreography.  The other thing that helps is to make the lead know she enjoys it.

As for the small stuff, the timing within each step and the expressiveness around it, this does not seem to be taught in any classes at all.   It is developed personally, by each lead and follow.

