Timing

A simple tango walking step has four distinct moments.  To initiate the step the lead displaces his torso a very small amount, to induce the desired movement in the follow.  This is called “La Marka” by those wishing to increase the learning overload that is natural for beginners.  For a walk, he moves his body, from belt-buckle to head as a unit, forward a little.  For a turn he twists his shoulders to induce the turn.  These small displacements move the follow’s body in response.  

The second moment will be the follow’s leg reaching to a position to accept the end of the step.  For a walk, the follow reaches out backwards behind, using the toes to feel the floor.  The follow reaches her leg in whatever direction she is about to fall.  The purpose of the lead’s minor movement of her upper body is to create that falling direction.

The third moment is the step itself.  The follow displaces body and weight to come over the reaching foot.

The fourth moment is the collection.  The follow brings her knees and thereby her ankles together into a neutral, balanced position, ready to accept the implication of the next step.

Meanwhile the lead’s timing is different.  After the small torso lead, the foot ready to move waits until the follow’s step is well underway.  He then steps quickly enough so that he catches up with the follow’s timing and lands at the same moment.

This interchange is pretty complex.  It represents a challenge for follows to execute the reach-transfer-collect move and leads the imply-wait-step move in coordination.  However, the internal timing allows two people to walk in very close embrace without stepping on each other or even bumping, even though neither can see the other’s feet.   Which is pretty amazing, and hard to do if you are not trained in tango.  My daughter, trained in ballet and folk dancing, first saw me dancing a tanda with a follow who is so skilled and popular that I seldom get a dance.  Daughter asked just how long we had practiced that choreography together, to get it so close and coordinated.  Of course it was improvised, and I had not danced M. for at least six weeks.

The lead senses the follows foot position and timing though the chest contact.  Which is why close embrace tango is a very different thing from open embrace tango.  And also why a good, consistent chest contact from his follow is important.  The lead needs to feel the follow’s feet through it.

The advanced version of this complexity makes the follow’s share of the dance greater, and the lead’s easier.  An advanced follow controls the timing of the landing of each step.  She takes the hint from the lead’s timing, but she controls when the step happens with respect to the music.  So the “lead” passes from the male, who initiates the move, to the female, who controls the timing of the step’s completion, and then back to the male for the indication of the next step.  In this way a musical follow can help put her lead exactly on the music, as long as he can start out somewhere close.  This is not to be confused with “back-leading” where the woman is trying to control the broader pace or direction of the step.  

The advantages of this advanced following are two.  First, the dance is more shared—it becomes more truly a two-as-one experience.  Second, the lead can relax during the second half of each step and has freedom to consider what the next steps are going to be.  Indeed, one of the reasons a beginning follow is so exhausting  for a lead is that she has to be led not only at the initiation of the step, but also continually kept on the intended expression in terms of shape, direction, and musical timing.  You have to lead not only the start, but also the completion and even the collection part of the step, if you want the dance to flow as it should.  And the reason an advanced follow makes a beginning lead feel so good is similar—she is back-leading the completion of each step into a nice, balanced position.

