From Here to Tango
a step-by-step guide
from this screen
to a dance floor

So you want to dance. That is a very brave
and beautiful decision. And you’ve decided to
dance Argentine Tango, which is one of the most
challenging and fulfilling social dances.
Your decision, your intention to do it, is the most
powerful factor at play. You will do it.
Like any new activity (or even a new job), there will
be a period of adjustment. You’ll need new skills,
you’ll need to learn a new culture, and you’ll need
to find the people you want to be friends with.
There will be awkward moments. But you’re going
to get through it all and it’s going to be worth it.
This guide is designed to speed you through the
adjustment and awkwardness, to evaluate the
quality of instruction you are receiving, and to
advise you on all sorts of questions that will come
up.
It’s designed to tell you what “if only I’d known…”

The social tango life
Let’s start by describing the landscape you are looking to become part of. What will your life be like as a tango
dancer?
People who dance tango find it engaging, uplifting, and totally compelling. It often rises to a high priority in
their life. It’s not very expensive, but they do spend a lot of time on it.
Tango dancers in major cities can choose a place to go dancing every night of the week, and many do
go out three or four times a week. It’s not unusual to meet a dancer who dances six nights a week. This isn’t
necessary, but it is an opportunity. It means that you will have a place to go any time you feel like it.
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These places are called “milongas” – social gatherings focused on dancing, which last for 3-5 hours. There will
be a DJ and a fee to enter (in most cities this fee is about the price of a glass of wine).
At milongas, some people dress up and some people don’t. It’s really up to you. Some people sit and chat a
lot, and other people dance the whole time. Some people change partners every 12 minutes or so, and others
continue with a favorite partner for as long as an hour of dancing.

Every few months, there will be some kind of special event, like a visiting teacher or a festival. You may also
travel to such special events in other cities. These events are energizing partly because visiting teachers and
performers add new ideas to the local dance scene, but more so because a broader mix of people show up
at the special milongas which attend the event. It’s exciting to get to dance with lots of new people.
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Tango on your own?
You may feel uncomfortable the first time you go to a milonga on your own, but very soon you will feel totally
confident heading out by yourself, to a milonga, or even to a festival in a foreign city, because you know that
the moment you step through the door, you are part of a community. You will feel connected to people even
when you don’t know them personally, you will be safe, and they will look out for you and help you (especially
if you are a visitor). Business travel is about to get a lot more interesting as you attend milongas in various cities.

Learning
The first thing you need to do is enroll in a class. Most teachers offer a introductory series of 6 weeks.
Choosing a teacher
Every large city will have a website which lists all the milongas and classes. There should also be al listing of
teachers and schools. Just choose one that appeals to you and offers an “absolute beginner class” at a
convenient time and location for you.
About the embrace
Argentine Tango is generally taught either in open
embrace (partners touching only the hands and
arms) or in close embrace (partners touching the
chests).
Advanced dancers use both embraces and
everything in between when they dance, but
beginners are usually started out in one or the
other embrace. Close embrace is a lovely way
to learn, but if you don’t feel comfortable with
at, inquire with several teachers about which
embrace they use with absolute beginners. “Do
you teach open or close embrace in the absolute
beginners class?”
Regardless of which embrace is used in your class,
you can be confident that your partner will not
touch you in an inappropriate way. Tango is very
proper and respectful. In close embrace, we do
touch chests, but our bodies separate below the
rib cage.

Going to your first class
This is probably the hardest step you will take. Everything is going to be easier after this first time.
One thing that makes it easier is to pay for the series in advance. Put it in your calendar, and treat it as the
kind of commitment you can’t bail on. Like dinner with an important relative. If you treat your decision as nonnegotiable, it will be easier to get there.

Know that you are unlikely to be the oldest person in the room, nor the least fit, nor the most uncoordinated. An
incredible diversity of people dance tango. No matter your preconceptions, you are going to fit right in.
Your class will probably be 5-20 people and half of them are more nervous than you are. Sometimes more
experienced students “help out” with the beginner’s class and they’ll be a bit more familiar with the situation.
Know that they are there because they are so excited to help you start dancing.
The class will probably begin with some warm up exercises or walking exercises that everyone does on their
own. Then you’ll learn how to set up your arms with another person. This is called “the embrace”. Then you’ll
start moving as one! During the class you will change partners many times, so you won’t be stuck with any one
person for very long.

What if there are people you don’t want to dance with?
Tango is an inclusive space. The whole ambiance is structured to not hurt peoples feelings. You will benefit from
this many times in the future, when advanced dancers make you feel great no matter how many mistakes
you just made. You will also need to give this generosity of spirit to people who might not be “your type” or
who seem to be learning more slowly than you are. Remember that some of these people will turn out to be
spectacular dancers – don’t alienate them! If there is someone who really gives you the willies, you can gently
avoid them and they’ll get the hint. But try not to use this unless you really have to.
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What if there’s no one in your class who you’re attracted to, at all?
That’s great. Because you’re not a good dancer yet. You want to be much better when you meet that special
someone who you want to impress. These are your practice partners.
Keep in mind that most of the really lovely dancers you will enjoy are not much to look at. There doesn’t seem
to be much of a correlation between these two aspects of a person.

What to wear?
Dress for a cocktail party, with a few adjustments.

Scent

•

Wear something that makes you feel great
about yourself. Almost anything goes for tango
clothing as long as it’s clean, so feel free to be
yourself.

•

Wear something cool! Wool and knits will be
stifling.

•

Eliminate protrusions on your front side like big
belt buckles, roses and necklaces hanging below your breastbone.

•

Pants cannot have turned-up cuffs as these pose
a major hazard when people are stepping close
to one another, some of them wearing stiletto
heels.

•

Men do not need a tie. You can roll up your
sleeves and unbutton your short by 2 buttons
only.

•

Look through your closet for a pair of shoes with
leather soles and laces or straps to keep them
on your feet. You do not need to buy specialized
dance shoes at this point. (More on shoes below)
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Generally tango dancers do not wear any scent other than nice soap. Because we’ll be close together, it can
be a bit overwhelming to get a big dose of someone else’s favorite scent, be that aftershave, essential oil, or
expensive perfume and cologne. It may be your favorite, but your partner has not chosen it, and if you wear it,
S/he’ll be wearing it too, and that’s not fair. It’s nice to brush your teeth shortly before class and use mints.

More for girls
•

Do not wear a skirt so tight that you cannot separate your knees 18” apart.

•

Do not wear a skirt shorter than your mid-thigh unless you have good solid shorts underneath.

•

Do show cleavage but realize you will be twisting and turning. Deep V’s and low-cut sides are great as
long as you are wearing a bra that will keep you covered no matter what. Strapless is impossible.

Mark shoes
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About the music
Tango is not danced in a set relationship to the music. The leader decides how
to interpret the music and may dance to the rhythm, in double or half time or
some other interpretation such as dancing on 13 or 23 or whatever he wants. He
may dance to the melody. He may move back and forth between melody and
rhythm, or he may follow a particular instrument.
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Traditional tango music provides a lot of layers, and a lot of rhythmic complexity for the leader to choose from.
Most tango dancers prefer to dance to music that was recorded during the “Golden Era” of Tango, which was
the 1940s. Although tango music has continued to evolve, many dancers avoid newer music entirely.
A minority of tango dancers believe that tango can be danced to any music that evokes emotion and
interest. Every town seems to have one open-minded DJ. If you don’t like tango music right away, it will
probably grow on you. In the meantime make your way to this person’s events.
When you are practicing on your own, play any kind of music you like.
To become more familiar with tango music, play it in the car or in your personal music machine while walking
and transporting.

Evaluating your teacher
If you are not improving rapidly, look for another teacher, even if
you like yours a lot. Many tango teachers have no background
in exercise or dance education, and no teacher training. So they
may be great dancers and welcoming, supportive and nice
people, but they may not know how to teach. They will still be
nice and friendly to you if you go to another teacher. After your
first six weeks you should try some other teachers and compare
the quality of instruction.
How to evaluate your teacher:
Do they give adequate instruction that everyone in the class is
able to do the assigned movement during the class?
Do you leave class with clarity about exactly what you were
doing wrong and what you need to do to fix it?
Does the teacher spend a lot of time telling funny stories and
making fun of the students?
Do they tell you HOW to do things and what causes common
mistakes, or do they just show the movement beautifully and tell
you what NOT to do?
If they are giving you instructions like “be natural”, “just feel”, or
“don’t think” they do not know how to teach.
Shopping around for another teacher
Most teachers will allow students who are not absolute beginners
(you aren’t anymore!) to take classes on a casual basis, meaning
that you just pay for one session, rather than enrolling in a series.
They’re hoping you will leave your teacher and stay with them, so
they’ll want you to give their classes a try.

Styles of Tango
If you have seen tango on television you have likely seen a very showy form of tango that is designed to be
entertaining and visible at long distances. This is called “stage tango”. It is usually choreographed. A stage
tango performance usually includes many movements used in social improvised tango, but it also includes
some special move that depend on choreography and a practiced routine.
You will be learning to dance social improvised tango. Social tango has a large lexicon of movements, each
of which have many iterations and can be danced with different dynamics. Every mark has his own personal
lexicon of movements and preferred ways of doing them, inspired by his favorite maestros. He may even have
invented some quirky personal ways of doing things that are all his own. For this reason, every leader is unique.
What’s wonderful is that a revel can follow any mark, and experience different personal styles.

Some people talk about styles of tango. This is a bit of a misnomer. Salsa and swing have evolved several
different dances. A given swing dancer may be good at lindy hop but not even know west coast. A salsa
dancer may dance “salsa on 2” or “salsa on 4”, and not be compatible with a dancer who does the opposite.
This is not the case in tango. The lexicon and the technique is the same, regardless of the distance of the
embrace, or the leader’s choice of personal heros.
The word ‘authentic’ is a flash point, and like the word ‘natural’ in the phrase ‘all natural foods’, it’s pretty
meaningless. Every teacher is going to claim to be the most authentic one, and they will say the others aren’t.
Many teachers who have made claims about “authentic styles” have been disproven by historical research.
Don’t be bullied by claims about correct or authentic style. Tango is about finding your own own authentic
feelings and experiences, not someone else’s. To do this, you need good technique. A visual artist must gain
a certain level of skill with rendering (drawing things realistically) even if his preference is to paint abstractly.
He needs to have the range and possibility to portray things in any way in order to make a choice of how to
express himself that is not merely a reflection of his limitations.

Tango society
Tango is a very cordial affair. People make an effort to be friendly, and greet everyone they’ve ever met with a
kiss on the cheek even if they don’t like each other. If you greet someone you’ve met once already and they
are standing or sitting with someone you don’t know, you should introduce yourself and kiss that person as well.
For this reason, women need to take care to wear either colorfast lipstick or colorless lip gloss.

The cordiality doesn’t apply to everyone. Most communities have some tango feuds and sour romances that
go back years, causing certain dancers to avoid one another. When in the same room, they will ignore one
another completely. This is called “tango politics” and everyone except the people involved find it annoying
and childish, but everyone also knows it could happen to them.
Whenever possible, people try to say something nice to each other. Complimenting people’s clothes is the
easiest way to make them feel good and connected to you. Don’t be dishonest, but feel free to tell people
that you admire their dancing, their shoes, their skirt...
People look out for one another. There is little problem with theft of personal items or sexual harassment. Tango
people give each other rides, walk women to their cars, and treat each other with respect.

You never know
In general people operate on the principle
that you never know what’s going to
happen, so ingratiate yourself.
...The fumbling, stuttering new guy may turn
out to be a great dancer, and you’ll want
to be remembered as sweet and kind.
...The disorganized teacher may try
to organize a festival, and you could
volunteer to help and get a free pass.
...That somewhat boring dancer may have
a partner bail on them for an expensive
workshop and ask you to accompany.
...
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