Right Arm Position 

There are three positions for the lead’s right arm: high, medium, and low.  By far the most normal position is high.  That means with your palm on the back of the follow’s right shoulder, on the flat triangular bone called the scapula.  Some follows prefer a middle position, which is lower on the rib cage.  These follows tend to keep their own balance, independent of yours.  Either you need a dry shirt, or she is not so much a partner in the dance as an accompanist.   No one likes the low position, on the muscles of the lower back.

Having said this, your position will change depending not only on your follow’s apparent preference, but also on what you are doing.  Volgadas, and any other moves where you want to increase the leaning into you are best from the high position.  This is because the inward force should be accompanied by a little lift upwards as well.  Colgadas, and any other moves where you take weight in your arm to keep your partner from flying away from you, are better at a middle position or even lower.  This is because the hold is closer to their center of gravity and gives more holding-together force with less tipping-over force.  Finally, a light, transient touch low on the lower back signals your follow to cut the step short and keep it close, because something is directly behind her and you don’t want her to be hit.  If you touch her ass, it is either a rare mistake, or you need to take up some less gentlemanly form of dance, at some other venue.

The right arm hold should be fluid and flexible.  The proverbial “Italian hug” of a tango embrace is not created by force from your right arm.  It comes from a leaning together that starts from the balls of the follow’s feet.  Having said that, there are times when some force does happen.  First, on spinning moves (Colgadas) where centripetal force has to be overcome.  Second, with beginning follows, who can need help sensing the invitation of your shoulder lead.  This will be most common when you are stepping backwards, asking for a step forwards from your follow.  This is an extension of the idea that your arm is there to protect the follow from falling in the wrong direction.   

Your right arm should hold the follow lightly.  At no time should your dance be confused with a wrestling match, nor should you have to hold your follow to you by strength.  You may choose to do so for a particularly uncooperative follow, but only if you have no plans to dance her ever again.  Should you, for reasons social or libidinous, wish to dance this partner a second time, she is likely to have other thoughts.

I confess to one outstanding violation of the ‘light arm’ rule in my own experience.  I once hugged my partner to my chest, lifted her off her feet, and turned us around a full 180 degrees before setting her down lightly.  This was all I could think of to do quickly to remove her from a big kicked boleo developing behind us.  I apologized as I set her down.  My partner, with her accustomed joy of dance, said “we are the only ones doing that step!”  You may do this once in your lifetime, and hope your partner has the same enviable aplomb.  If it happens twice, you need to reexamine your navigation skills.  The point is, anything is allowed, to protect your partner.  But normally, whatever right arm position you, your partner, or an instructor require, it should be light and fluid, not strong and not fixed.

The right arm can wrap all the way around some petite follows.  In close embrace, this can cause incidental contact on the side of the breast.  To prevent that, you can position your hand where it belongs, on the back, and drop your elbow to recreate the contact you normally get from the inside of your upper arm.  Or you can position your hand higher, on the outside of her rounded shoulder, and use the palm of the hand for contact, leaving the fingers almost in the air.  Be assured that even inexperienced follows can tell the difference between transient incidental contact with the side of the breast and a grope.  You will miss out on the intimacy of tango if you fail to establish a reputation for consideration on these counts.  You will also miss out on some delightful partners.

