The Lean
In close-embrace tango, the partners lean on each other chest-to-chest (or heart-to-heart).  It is difficult at first to find the feel of this lean.

The ideal body alignments for this lean can be imagined in the following way.  Stand straight up.  Now take some breath and curl over backward using only the upper back in the area of the rib cage.  You are now looking upwards a little bit, and your chest feels slightly inflated.  Imagine tipping forward while holding that position until you are looking straight again,.  You are held up at the breastbone by your partner, and your body below the diaphragm is still in a straight line, but that line leans forward.  You will be on the balls of your feet, and you will be maintaining contact over a region from the diaphragm up to about heart level.  You are now in a good dance position.  Easier to do than describe.

This position means the lower spine is straight, not curved.  (Although at it may feel cupped forwards as you tone your stomach muscles to hold.)  The straight lower spine allows the rotation between hips and shoulders that is the essence of tango movement.  As you get comfortable in this position, the lower back, hips, and legs will be toned but not tense.  You will be able to move freely—joyously, sensuously, or energetically as the moment speaks.   If you allow the lower back to contribute to the lean, your ass sticks out in a way that is neither attractive nor useful for movement.  And you will not swivel your hips as they should.  

Separation of the partners’ feet from each other is achieved by mutual leaning, meeting at the breastbone.  A strong lean results in lots of space and a clear inverted “V” shape between the bodies.  A mild lean allows only a foot’s length between the feet and does not feel or appear to be a lean at all.  

During the dance the lead will vary the lean, to allow movement.  Leads will step back or to the side with a little deception so that the follow takes a smaller step and space opens up while the lean increases.   Or the deception will be the other way—the lead implies a larger step backwards for the follow than he takes himself.   Finally, in the case of Volgadas, the lead will take a large step backwards while the follow’s leg is not in a position to take a step at all.  The lead takes weight by drawing the follow’s chest with him, and the follow increases the tone in her stomach to prevent excess bending below the chest.

Confusion reigns about how much pressure to feel in the lean of the embrace.  Leads almost universally want more; it makes for a good contact that allows them to detect what the follow’s feet are doing.  Follows almost universally think they are “too heavy,” and are shy about giving enough force.  Further confusing the issue is that advanced dancers dance with barely a pound of pressure, but are able to maintain that constantly and detect leading moves and following steps.  New dancers do better with perhaps 3 pounds of pressure, because they hold it less consistently and they are less sensitive to small changes.  For beginning follows, the advice to put your foot out but let the lead “move” you over it seems to produce a useable result.  Notice that you may feel like you are holding the lead back a little, and this is as it should be.  You may also fear it makes you seem too heavy, but in fact it does not.  Other advice that helps for some is to concentrate on maintaining an even pressure, and on moving smoothly.  This will distract you from anticipating the lead’s intentions and make you a more neutral follow, which is good.

Two techniques are used to help get the feel of the normal tango lean.  One is to dance with the arms stretched to the side.  Contact is only at the chest, and the lead is only a chest lead.  The other way to practice is with a quarter placed between the breastbones.  Dance without letting it drop.  Either approach forces the couple to develop a good, fluid contact.

Many follows are afraid of giving too much weight to their leads during a Volgada.  This comes from two misconceptions.  While it looks from the outside as if the follow lunges towards the lead, this is not the truth.  The follow does not volunteer any weight to the lead at all.  So no lunges, please.  The lead takes as much weight as he wants by pulling, lifting, and stepping away.  If the follow sags in the lower back, the weight will increase and he may be in trouble.  But otherwise, no follow gives too much weight, because the lead is taking only the weight he wants.  Which, by the way, is not so much as you think.  A lead can do quite large and sweeping Volgadas with tall and stately follows, no sweat.

Two tricks for lead during any moves where you take extra weight on purpose.  First, if your arm position is high on the back and you lift upwards, you will prevent all but the worst lower back sagging.  Second, if you take the Volgada somewhat onto the right side of your chest, you will be able to lean your right hip bone into the follow, should she sag too much towards you, and this will straighten her out.  Obviously, these tricks are not needed for experienced dancers, but they are useful during the intermediate learning.

Finally, some teachers teach a different lean than the one above.  They teach to bend at the hip joint.  This also lets the backbone run straight from the pelvis up.  It is said that this lean lets a line form during the backstep, from the head through the pelvis to the outstretched foot.  This may be true.  The rest of the time, you look like you are sticking your butt out.  You can choose to listen to these teachers if you like.  After all, none of us thinks our butt is big enough anyway.  

