Ocho Cortada

One of the first “steps” people learn in tango is the ocho cortada.   The simplest version of this goes thus:  The woman faces hips and shoulders, let us say south.   She is induced to take a step back with her right (west) leg, and then immediately return and step forward with the same foot.   On the forward step, she pivots to face sideways (west).   She lands her left leg to the south.  From there she goes northwards to the cross over her right leg, finding herself again facing south with her left foot just coming to take her weight in front.

The lead’s footwork to get this done is small.  He induces her first backwards step and steps himself with his left leg.   To make things easy, he will step slightly to the west of his partner’s step.   He immediately pivots, dropping his right hip back (south) to hide it behind his left, and stepping south or south-west of his left foot with his right.  This clears the way and invites the woman’s forward step and her side step, which are to the south.  He takes a similar or smaller sidestep to hers, taking weight onto his right.  He is now facing east.  He pivots onto his right foot, so he is facing north, and collects his left foot.  He invites the woman to her cross by turning his shoulders smoothly to face north again.
This step as explained can be done slow-slow-slow-slow.   Or it is often done with the woman’s backstep and her sidestep as only 50-50 weight changes thus: quick-slow-quick-slow-pause (4 beats).   An even nicer way to do this is to give the woman two beats to come to the cross.   A lingering two-beat cross is a very feminine move.

The problem with the ocho cortada is that many follows do it only one way.   Like any tango move, the ocho cortada can be done differently, for different moods of music, floor, and partnership.   It should be expressive, not mechanical.   To broaden the discussion, let us say that there are at least 4 usefully distinct ocho cortadas, and the lead and follow should be choosing among them, and then playing with that choice.  We will name this first clean and simple one the Tuscan, and move on to the other three.
By far the most common ocho cortada, even among advanced follows, replaces the calm sidestep with a fully-pivoted move.  Instead of facing west on the sidestep, the woman takes a full-weight bearing step sideways with her left and pivots onto that foot, now facing north.  She often does this with a baroque flourish that leaves her right foot north and may even lift it for an expressive forward reaching step, back to the north.  She then pivots a full about-face into the cross, facing south again with a snap.   Often a lead will give the ocho cortada opening (step, pivoting-to-open) and find the rest of the step happens dramatically in front of him.   All he can do is wait, and follow with a simple collection onto his right, in front of the cross.   We will name this one the Corinthian.  It is often a bit choppy or busy.  But it gives the follows a chance to celebrate the music.
The ocho cortada is not an automatic step.   The lead might have wanted the simpler Tuscan version, with maybe the two-beat cross, or alternatively an assisted strong cross with pace.   Or he may have wanted one of the alternatives below.

I am told the oldest version of the ocho cortada is more of a circular movement.  The lead bounces out of the first north-ward step, reaching close behind himself with his right and pivots to face as far to the south as his position and partner’s movement will allow.  The follow steps forward south and then takes a bigger pivot so the “sidestep” is like a molinete, facing north towards the lead.  If the lead is clever, he slips his left foot back, possibly south of his right, giving more room and making his next step easier.  Now the lead moves across the follow’s left side (to the west of her) as much as he can, stepping towards the south and pivoting back to face as much north as the couple can.  This snaps the follow into a tight cross facing almost south again, in a quick pivoting move.   The lead will have to experiment with where he steps, if he wants big turns.  He will also have to brace himself to overcome many follows’ tendency to do one of the other, less pivoted ocho cortada’s, ignoring the large shoulder turns of his lead.  We can think of this one as  the Ionic.  It has big circles.
Finally, there is an ocho cortada which is not quite a cut ocho.  That is to say, the sidestepping foot of the follow is never planted.  Instead, the follow is led to take a slower, smooth, unstopped, pivot.   Her left leg just skims the floor in a small circle around her weight-bearing right.   Then it reaches forward to the north, north of her right foot, and in front of the follow, so it can receive the pivot to face south again.  The trailing right leg slides a little to form the cross.  Often this move suits the music more than a step that stops and bounces back to the cross.   But to have it happen, the lead has to want it and the follow cannot be in the middle of her own standard “this is the way I do the ocho cortada” flourish.   This move is nearly as simple as the Tuscan, so we will call it the Doric.
There are, of course, choices of ocho-cortadas between these four.  Tango is a dance.  Not a series of positions.  Be open to its options.  Whatever holds your roof up.
