Walking

Before I talk about walking and tango, I want to tell a little story.


I recently took a beginning tango class.   The first exercise was to take your partner in a two-armed hug and walk to the music in the line of dance with nothing other than 7 walking steps followed by “and 8” as a double weight change.  I had two feelings about this.  First, I was glad because my partner was a lean well-favored woman of appropriate age and I viewed the idea of an extended hug with her with happiness.  With gentle luck, I might be accepted at the later milonga with one of those knowing “with pleasure” smiles that so warms the heart of an uncertain lead.  On the other hand, I knew myself well and I knew I have a hard time repeating steps over and over without unapproved additions.  So we headed out in our hug-embrace stepping with the music, which was gentle and persuasive.  About half-way around I realized this wasn’t so bad.  I could keep with the program and we could concentrate on the quality of the embrace and on feeling each other’s breath and step.  Then I realized that we were making small variations in the way we moved and the way we took our steps, so that we were actually dancing to the music as we simply walked along.  And we were breathing with the music.  About ¾ of the way around, I stopped thinking.  The only conscious words that went through my head were, “please, music, don’t stop.”   Tango is just a little walk, together.  And it can be so beautiful and sweet you want only for it to go on forever.
With that motivation, how do you walk in tango?  The particular styling of tango is that the body from hips to shoulders moves as one upright unit.  “Like moving a refrigerator.”   No tipping, please.   (Yes, you will be doing some twisting of shoulders against hips, but that’s another thing.)  The lead does something at the start, to initiate the step.  There are various descriptions of this “lead” move.  Mine is that the lead moves the follow’s torso just under 1 inch in the direction he wants her to step.  Some call this the “invitation” to step.  Some “la marca,” meaning the initiating move.  Others say the lead begins to make a step.   Different descriptions work for different learners and different teachers at different times.  It is not a “lead” in the sense of a signal that the follow observes, digests, and then makes the correct corresponding step of her own.  It is more that the lead nudges the follow a teeny bit off-balance, and the follow allows her instincts to move her free foot so it could prevent falling in that direction.  The body displacement happens because the lead and follow are in an embrace, touching between their chests and their middles.  When he displaces his torso a fraction of an inch, the follow’s torso displaces the same.  So her free leg moves from the thigh a little bit in a protective direction, based on the small body displacement the lead has caused.
The little nudge of balance is so small that it does not move the follow’s balance beyond the range of her supporting foot.  That is, if she was on the ball of her foot she would be have a bit of weight on the heel too, if she had not reached her free thigh a bit in the protecting direction.  So at this first point of the walk, she is instinctively protecting herself from upset by means of a small preparation with her free leg.  Now the lead moves clearly and strongly more in that direction.  The follow slides her free leg out as far as seems right, meaning she is visibly reaching into a step.  She lets her body move toward the new leg and the outstretched big toe begins to take some weight.  Now she is the more stable of the partnership, as the lead begins his step into the space her leg has left open.   She seems to carry him to the completion of the step, which happens as both she and he take weight onto the new leg at the same moment.  In short, she reaches and begins to take weight, and he catches up so they land at the same moment.

Then they collect.  That is, both partners bring the newly unweighted leg toward the neutral position, with knees together and therefore the inside of the heel just brushing the inside of the standing heel.  At this point the lead will be setting up for the next move—maybe no move but a standing still, maybe a weight shift, maybe a side-step, maybe a continuation to the next walking step.

If you think about this too much, you will get all tippy and wonder how you can ever walk at all, without falling over.   If you do not think too much, you will walk with the legs slightly turned out, so that you seem to cross each step in a line with the last, with the places under your arch forming a straight dotted line on the floor.  When you do this, you will be rotating the feeling in your shoulders (maybe not your shoulders, visibly) to counter-balance.  This counter-rotation is the “look” of tango.  It is deceptive, because it is often not so much a twist as resistance to twisting the wrong way.   Having said that, one trick for a lead when the follow is a bit nervous or insecure is to exaggerate the contra-body shoulders a little bit, and sweep her into the feeling of the move.
The last thing to learn is that walking is done with a little “turn out” of the feet, so they point not straight forwards but a bit to the side.   And with this, ideal steps are taken in line with your spine, not under alternating shoulders.   Again, this is the tango “twist” in your walk, so the points under the center of your arches as you take weight would form a straight, dotted line on the floor.  Be particularly careful not to do the opposite: step side to side as you walk, tottering back and forth with each step.

It is said that tango is “50% musicality, 40% embrace, and 10% steps.”   There is no sense in taking any steps until you can walk.  Together.   And when you are in the last steps of the last song in a magic tanda, I bet you will be mostly just walking.

