The first Lesson—The Sidestep


The first step to learn in tango is stepping to the side.  The sidestep has two parts: (1) stepping and (2) gathering the knees together.

This being dance, we will now spend six paragraphs discussing some of the rudimentary aspects of style, movement, attitude, and timing for this single step.   Imagine watching 100 different dancers demonstrate a sidestep.  Imagine picking out the top 10 whose way of doing it seemed most appealing to you.  Then imagine trying to explain what those 10 did differently that made their style one you would want to imitate.  To do that, you would make some of the distinctions in the next paragraphs.  If the idea of reading six parapraphs about something as simple as a sidestep strikes you as ridiculous or even tedious, don’t give up tango.  I just means your learning method does not favor written descriptions when physical movement is what you are after.  I agree; bravo.  If the idea of executing a sidestep with enough style that it takes six paragraphs to describe it appeals to you, read on.  Nonetheless.

A sidestep begins with your weight on one leg, but the knee a bit flexed.  The stepping foot is poised with just a touch with the ball of the big toe on the floor.  The heel of that foot will be a fraction of an inch off the floor.  Reach with that free leg to the side.  Then step to the floor with the big toe, ball of the foot, and then the heel.  Your body will move to the side.  Complete the step by bringing the knee of what was once the weight-bearing leg together to the knee of the leg that just took the step.  If possible, the newly free foot should assume the position of the free foot before: a touch on the floor with the ball of the big toe, heel off the floor, and maybe a little turned out so the ankles touch and the toes point to the side.  By the way, the free knee is slightly flexed.  The weight bearing leg has its knee a bit flexed, too.

During this move, the torso from the hips to the shoulders should remain straight.  No willowy side bends.  No swinging hips.  Just an alert, toned torso.  Not tense and not locked.  Some women as a matter of styling will allow their hips a small tilt, but nothing near as exaggerated as a fashion model’s walking.  The general impression with the upper body is that it merely floats to the side without a rise or fall.  If the sidestep is large, you can forgive a slight drop at start as the weight-bearing knee is bent to allow the reaching leg to reach a little farther.  Similarly, a large step will visibly delay the movement of the torso as the free leg reaches out.  In addition, the step becomes a little bit of a lunge sideways.  The reaching foot seems to aim at a landing, but rather than making that landing, it reaches a little farther as the torso begins moving to the side, and lands just beyond the original seeming target.  This is fun to do and good for developing feel and timing as you practice sidesteps.  It is rare in practice.  The basic feel of the sidestep should be a smooth, elegant, sliding displacement to the side.  There should be no clear start or stop to the step.  Basically, the move happens with a minimum of fuss.

Footwork makes this smoothness happen.  The feet do not appear to leave the floor.  They look as if they slide over the surface.  With the right shoes and dance floor, the step might be done with slips of paper kept underneath each foot.  On the other hand, tango is sometimes danced on concrete or sticky restaurant floors.  It should have the same skimming-the-floor look, even then.  So the feet can be a fraction of an inch above the floor, when there is no tissue paper to keep track of.  The stepping leg can pick up a little at the start, but slides closer to the floor as is planes in to its final stepping place.  The gathered leg will do the reverse: slide out flat but gather in with the heel lifted a fraction at the end.

There is only one school of thought for follows for how the foot leaves or acquires the floor.  The heel is first-off and last on.  The toes hardly leave the floor.  In the case of the imagined slips of paper under each foot, the big toe is what slides the paper over the floor.   For follows, the idea is that the heel never takes much weight.  It has been said advanced follows only use the heels of their shoes between dances.  For leads there is a second school of thought about foot movements.  A common style allows the heel of the reaching leg to hit the floor ahead of the toes.  Perhaps this is more applicable for a forwards step than one to the side.  But leads need to establish and move the balance for the partnership, so the weight-bearing foot is fully on the ground.  

The angle of the foot is slightly “winged” except with the foot is fully bearing weight, heels included.  Winging means the foot is rotated so the big toe and ball of the foot are straight extension of the leg, and the smaller toes are slightly outside and lifted up.  Winging the ankles means the feet are not pointed straight forward.  They angle out a little, adding to stability and grace.  At no time in tango do the feet ever angle in.  The feeling is one of exposing the inside arch of the foot.  To aid this, the back of the heel is a little forwards.  This is done by a leg turn-out that originates all the way up at the hip.  It is not done by rotating the foot below the knee, except for a small rotation that happens with winging.  

This particular styling is quite subtle, but it gives a lovely flattering line from the hip all the way down to the toes.  Also, it improves balance.  Ballet trained dancers need to be cautious and use only a little of their full turn out.  The rest need to develop the sense of taughtness in the hips that adds spring.  This way there will be just a bit of tensing in the weight-bearing hip as the body starts to move.  This tensing holds the hips evenly for a split-second before the stepping leg fully takes weight.  Then the tensing in the receiving hip allows the gathered leg to poise itself without the hips tilting.

Sidesteps are taken directly to the side.  The exceptions to this happen when directions need to be altered to find space on a crowded floor.  Otherwise, changes in direction happen not during the sidestep, but before it starts, or after it completes.  This will be a particularly important concept when the sidestep is part of a molinetta.

By the way, if you can do the sidestep correctly, the rest is easy.  You will be able to tango.  It probably takes a year to learn to do the sidestep correctly.  Longer if you are a follow and have to gain strength in your feet.

