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“A fascinating meditation on the history of the dance—and all aspects of the music, poetry, and myth it has inspired. Be prepared to sign up for lessons.”

—Chicago Sun-Times




“Robert Farris Thompson’s Tango indeed is an aesthetic history of that dance of heterosexual passion. The book has gusto and its own deep song of eloquent erotic ecstasy and sorrow. It will inform readers until they are wild with all regret.”
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“I was startled to find how interesting this subject can be. What a fine book.”

—Norman Mailer




“The best written book about any music or dance in the past decade.”
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author of A Night in Tunisia: Imaginings of Africa in Jazz
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FOREWORD: SAUNTERING MEANINGFULLY

Who is Robert Farris Thompson? Why do you need to know this? Why do you need to know about tango? Well, I think some orientation might be of help in order to approach his book in the right frame of mind.

I first stumbled upon RFT in 1974 through his book African Art in Motion. As the title suggests, he places objects that we may have seen in museums in the context of the dances, music, and rituals in which they are currently, and have traditionally been, used. They “become activated,” to use a favorite phrase of his. His writing, I noticed, is incredibly knowledgeable, but more important to me—wildly enthusiastic. It reads as if Jack Kerouac were still alive and somehow morphed into a professor at Yale. Bob’s style, like JK’s, resembles jazz, be-bop … though he would probably prefer that I said it’s like mambo. Whatever. It’s poetry, Músical. I sought out the videos that accompanied the book, and there I heard the man’s voice, which confirmed my impressions.

Like JK, Bob is showing us a new America (north and south) that speaks through the vernacular, lawn decorations, hairstyles, gestures, clothing, art, and popular song and dance. It’s an America that has been thoroughly Africanized, colonized by beats and attitude rather than by armies and the Church. He calls this Creole hybrid culture Afro-Atlantic, and it’s everywhere. I believe it’s the cultural story of the twentieth century, but that’s another subject.

Some years after coming across his book, I met Bob, dressed at that time to fit the role he plays—Yale professor–Brooks Brothers buttoned-down. It all belies the energetic subversion that are his lectures, which to me are more like performances. If he’s talking in your area, go. Even if you think you have little interest in whatever the subject happens to be, just go.

I agreed to write some notes here, though I am far from an expert on tango. So I’ve been working hard. Last night I fell asleep in a hotel room amongst yesterday’s newspapers, pages with scribbled notes, instruction manuals—and a tango playing on the laptop. It’s snowing outside.

I wrote down some of my own tango connections. For three years now, I’ve been touring with The Tosca Strings, primarily a tango group, and fellow Austinite Glover Gil. Some years ago they all began playing tangos at the Continental Club—an unlikely venue for tango some might think, as it’s home to a lot of local rock bands. But after a bit they drew dancers, and tango became a regular thing as well as part of the Austin music scene.

Likewise, my friend Toni Basil, a collaborator with many innovative dance groups, such as The Lockers and The Electric Boogaloos, has fallen for tango. We crossed paths recently at a New York milonga where I went with JC Herz, a writer on computer gaming. And when the band and I were touring recently in Buenos Aires, I was introduced to members of El Arranque, a “new” tango group that is reviving older amazing arrangements. Many of these were “lost,” disregarded, as more “modern” approaches became dominant. But the past is never over, “it’s not even past,” as Faulkner said.

The tango is making inroads in some pretty unexpected places. There’s a kind of explosion going on, with little epicenters and pockets of intensity here and there. In a New York loft I saw dancers “freezing”—one of my favorite dance moves, which consists of no movement. Herz asserted that one of the surprising things she discovered in dancing the tango was the freedom she felt in being led. A seeming contradiction one would think, coming from a modern woman … but maybe not.

Robert Farris Thompson makes a case here for African influence on tango, something that will surely not go down easily with eurocentric porteños. But Bob builds his case slowly, methodically piling up evidence, etymological roots or words, gesture, dance. He points out the taste for innovation—something European dance and music was not known for. He names names and references, and in the end it’s hard to dispute, though no doubt some will try.

Other porteños will deny that tango has any Afro roots whatsoever—supposedly there are no blacks to be seen on the present-day streets of Buenos Aires. But as Bob points out, this was not always the case, and the crazy mixture of European, African and gaucho (often Andalusian) influences helped create a form that is still evolving today.

The writing transcends the subject. What Bob says about the way spiritual attitudes are held, secured, transported, transposed, and morphed into life and tango applies to any number of aspects of our culture. It tells us that if we look around with fresh eyes we might see who we are in a new light. There are myriad versions of our history—this idea is becoming accepted now—and here is a new history not just of Argentine dance and music but also of the whole New World and where it came from and what it is.

DAVID BYRNE
16 March 2005


OVERTURE: GARDEL ON AVENIDA LIBERTADOR

A mural of a man in a fedora, seven stories high, dominates Avenida Libertador in downtown Buenos Aires (Plate 1). The artist is Carlos Páez Vilaró, a distinguished Uruguayan painter who was born in Montevideo on November 1, 1923. He finished this mural in 1989. It honors the great tango singer Carlos Gardel, the hero of Argentina, the inventor of tango song, who died in a plane crash in Medellín, Colombia, on June 2, 1935.
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PLATE 1

Páez painted Gardel blue, the color of heaven. His lips are black. His Cheshire-cat smile lights up the street with the flash of his teeth. He has just finished singing—that’s what his smile means. Curved tracks descend, through his face and his shoulders. They represent the River Plate.1 Along these curved lines Irineo Leguisamo, Gardel’s jockey friend, pulls ahead in a race.2 Diego Maradona plays soccer. A man sells the news of the day.

Gardel’s tie is the obelisk that rises at the intersection of Avenida Corrientes, the former great tango way, with 9 de Julio, said to be the widest avenue in the world.

Gardel’s broad chest supports signs of industry (a bridge, a factory, a cathedral, an avenue lined with buildings) and pleasure (a couple dancing tango, the male dressed in blue, like Gardel). A ship, emblem of Buenos Aires as a major world port, anchors in space to the left of his face.

A blue bird soars toward the sun.

Matching the blue of the singer, the bird adds an element “of friendship and peace,” in the words of the artist. To me it represents the soul of Gardel, returning to his city, fulfilling a promise made at the end of the 1945 tango “Adiós pampa mía”:


I’ll return to your land
When I feel my soul rise
Like a dove going to heaven.3



Gardel’s back. This is his message: heaven is tucked away, somewhere in Buenos Aires. Quest for its glamour, as when Boca Juniors win a soccer match and fill the streets with honking cars blazing with blue and yellow banners and gesturing, bare-chested, high-spirited guys; or when a horse named Sin Rumbo (No Particular Destination) comes in first and suddenly men and women have the money to start a tango club; or when a woman meets the love of her life and he meets the love of his on the floor of an old tango ballroom.

The smile of Gardel is a challenge: if you want to understand me, master the message of my city. Not just its songs but its streets, not just its music but its dance, not just its dance but its díamond-patterned dance floors, and the red-díamond tablecloths that mirror those patterns, while supporting our creole cuisine: asado, matambre, empanadas, locro, humi-tas, pastelitos, alfajores. Our food and our dance, our literature and our music, our Jorge Luis Borges and our Eladía Blázquez, form one single challenge: you don’t reach ten million without a big dream. And what is that dream? Tango. Find out.


PREFACE: MOVING WITH AN ARM AROUND LIFE


Convert the outrage of the years into a music.

—JORGE LUIS BORGES, Antología personal (1961)




The dance is the thing with which we are concerned and contains within itself its own arrangement and and history and finale.

—CORMAC MCCARTHY, Blood Meridian (1985)




Tango is self-transformation.

—SALLY SOMMER, dance historian (summer 2000)



Tango spanned the twentieth century. It was the fabulous dance of the past hundred years—and the most beautiful, in the opinion of Martha Graham. Jorge Luis Borges, early on, divined one of the reasons for its staying power: tango translates outrage into music.

All this and more was evident in 1934, when Enrique Santos Discépolo, in the depths of the Depression, wrote his classic tango lyric “Cambalache” (Shop Where One Sells Stolen Goods), for the film The Soul of the Bandoneón. “Cambalache” blasted its way into Argentine consciousness with words about time, immortality, and stoicism. The song is in your face. Today it adorns the back of the menu of the Bar Plaza Dorrego, in the heart of old Buenos Aires. Tangueros know it cold. It’s a song that’s never out of date, particularly in Argentina’s recent crisis.

In January 1999 I found a fragment from “Cambalache” graffitied on a Buenos Aires billboard at the corner of Callao and Sante Fe, in the heart of the Barrio Norte:


20th century,
feverish and problematic,
[you’re] a shop where they sell stolen goods.
You don’t cry,
you get no milk.You don’t cop it, you become a square.
But who the hell cares!1



Danger and violence confronted the world across the whole of the twentieth century. The women and men of tango kept going, turning outrage into song. The brave made abstractions of vicissitude. Small wonder that “Cambalache” became an anthem of the tangueros, women and men who organize their lives around the music, and milongueros, women and men who organize their lives around the dance. Strong in stance, sure in their motion, they gave the century a set of moves that spanned the whole globe and that are with us forever.

Numerous books describe tango. Most are by Argentine authors, though works by Julie Taylor, Simon Collier, and Nicole Nau-Klapwijk richly deserve mention as well. The best establish the passion of the form. Some are nostalgic, freezing time around the early twentieth century, the era of the compadritos, the famous “tango hipsters,” with their fedoras and cravats (funyis y lengues) (Plate 2), their Victrolas with wide flaring horns, their kisses on street corners under a lamplight or the moon.

Who cares if we are living in the aughts of the twenty-first century? Who cares if Victrolas and compadritos are impossibly remote to Argentine youth living rock en castellano, hip-hop, and blue jeans? As with Hugh Grant’s character in the movie Notting Hill, who had never heard of Gilda—Rita Hayworth’s greatest role, in which she played a Buenos Aires songstress—the loss is theirs. Tango is timeless, mixing love and action in the motion of the people.

Tango has had its ups and downs, but its strength and elegance outlast negation. Like classic African dance music, one distant cousin, the motion and music defy life’s brevity.2

In the 1980s Buenos Aires barrio dancers sparked the strongest tango renaissance of the twentieth century, through their performance in the stage extravaganza Tango Argentino. It had also been barrio dancers, led by two masters, Petróleo and his black colleague, El Negro Lavandina, who had sparked the earlier upsurge of the 1940s. Today the dance lives on, on the floors of the milongas (tango dance halls) of Buenos Aires. There, in places like Sin Rumbo or Sunderland Club, milongueros reveal, night after night, why tango lasts: passion and style conquer all.

The best tango narratives are strong, imparting truths and convictions. One basic message: it is just as important to be well danced as it is to be well versed or well read. Equal truths illumine the music of the tango, where one salutes incredible bandleaders, larger than life: Roberto Firpo, Francisco Canaro, Julio de Caro, Carlos di Sarli, Juan d’Arienzo, Osvaldo Pugliese, Horacio Salgán, Aníbal “Pichuco” Troilo, and Astor Piazzolla.
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PLATE 2

More than music is involved: each master has written a signature sound, demanding moves that are equally singular. Dancers like Lampazo or Roberto Tonet translated d’Arienzo’s virile rhythm into strong, vivid figures. Di Sarli’s sonic parsimony, by contrast, led to elegant refinement, in relatively few figures.

Juan Carlos Copes was strong enough to dance all of the above, and also the jazz-inflected, classically tinged “new tango” of Piazzolla, built on the early modernism of Salgán and Pugliese.

Tango texts are the authentic poetry of Buenos Aires. They create moods of humor, valor, and longing, only the last of which overlaps a stereotype of tango as a song of anguish. Above all, tango poets make us aware of the passing of time. They live this awareness, which may well turn out to be, au fond, the very essence of human consciousness.

One especially honors Carlos Gardel, the inventor of the tango song. His voice and looks are iconic in Argentina. Gardel is the smile in the air of Buenos Aires. With the blessing of his spirit, we wander the contemporary city, visiting Bar El Chino in the Pompeya barrio, where one hears tango singing, or going to the Club del Vino in Palermo on a night when Nelly Omar, cantante nacional, is performing onstage.

The great tango dance masters of the first half of the twentieth century included El Cachafaz and Carmencita Calderón, El Vasco Aín, El Negro Santillán, José Méndez, Félix Luján (El Negro Lavandina), and Petróleo. They lit up the nights of the Argentine capital. But later dancers were equally important: Juan Carlos Copes and María Nieves, Ester and Mingo Pugliese, Elsa María and Héctor Mayoral, Suzuki and Pepito Avellaneda, Gloria Darraud and Eduardo Arquimbaud, Elvira Santamaría and Virulazo, Norma and El Pibe Palermo, Nélida and Nelson, Gloria and Rodolfo, “Los Dinzel,” Milena Plebs and Miguel Ángel Zotto, Pablo Verón, Natalia Games and Gabriel Angió, Roberto Tonet, Kely and Facundo Posadas, Carlos Anzuate and Margarita de Guillé, and those incredible stylists of canyengue, María Cieri and the late Rodolfo Cieri.

In a piece on tango in The New York Times, Janny Scott found that “followers” (a euphemism for females) were told not to move until the “leaders” indicated it was time. But she also discovered that tango women do not necessarily mirror what men are doing: “They often do different steps.”3 How to comprehend the contradiction? Study the figures. In the ocho, a figure-eight pattern with mirroring pivots, the woman moves back and forth in a sinous sequence that is wholly her own. At its best the ocho becomes a bouquet of motion, tossed like eight roses, at the feet of the partner. One stands still while the other does ocho. This was the step Madonna performed in Evita. Ocho is a womanist original, set in motion by men. It is call-and-response on the dance floor. Women’s legs are never more beautiful, never more their own, than when sheened in this step.

Gardel is world famous. But so is Libertad Lamarque, the top tango film star, who died in Mexico City on December 12, 2000, while performing in a telenovela. Her reputation swept the hemisphere with movies made in Mexico City in the 1940s and 1950s. She left for Mexico just before Juan Domingo Perón came to power, in 1945; according to legend her Argentine film rival, Perón’s wife, Evita, forced her into exile.

Women were singing tango before Gardel. The voices of Linda Thelma, Andrée Viviane, and Flora Gobbi are present on the the earliest recorded tangos, from about 1909, 1909, and 1911 respectively. Their work leads on to the incredible Ada Falcón, “the Garbo of tango,” to Eladía Blázquez, and finally to cantantes of the twenty-first century: Susana Rinaldi, Adriana Varela, Amelita Baltar, Lidía Borda, and María Cieri. In a macho country, to be a tango songstress was one of the ways a woman could “defend herself from hunger, the asphalt jungle—and men.”4

One of the distinctions between tango and Argentine folk dances, such as pericón or gato, is improvisation. Milongueros, like jazzmen, prize reshifting figures in reminted transitions each time around.

The comparison with the black music called jazz leads us to the major theme of this book: African and Afro-Argentine influences are continuous in the rise, development, and achievement of the tango.

Recognition of this has been rendered problematic, however, by the alleged “disappearance” of the blacks of Buenos Aires. The number of persons of African descent in Buenos Aires went from 34 percent in 1810 to less than 2 percent in 1887, when immigrants from Spain, Italy, and elsewhere flooded the city. By the turn of the century European-oriented citizens in Buenos Aires decided that African elements had disappeared from their population. Even in Carnival street dancing, they believed, African participation had evaporated. Until recently historians accepted and cited this assumption uncritically.5

But although the presence of Afro-Argentines may have dwindled, they were culturally critical in music and dance. Their contribution to tango is continuous. As soon as one starts digging into the origins of the tango, its black creole roots emerge. Even if Afro-Argentines did shrink to a mere two thousand by the mid-twentieth century, members of that group were creating moves and composing tango dance tunes out of proportion to their numbers.

This book documents Afro-Argentines working at the center of the tango not just in 1880 but in 2005. That will be news for the elite of Buenos Aires, who will perhaps be surprised to learn that a descendant of the Posadases—a distinguished black family in early tango music—Facundo Posadas, plays a major role in Buenos Aires milonga and tango today. Facundo and his wife, Kely, performed, for instance, with two other great masters, Juan Carlos Copes and Miguel Ángel Zotto, in Miami Beach at the Fontainebleau Hotel in May 2001. Fluent in both tango and jazz dance, Facundo Posadas is a living refutation of the total-disappearance-of-the-blacks-of-Argentina theory, as are his colleagues on the dance floor Carlos “El Negro” Anzuate and Margarita “La Negra” de Guillé.

The fact that Anzuate and Posadas are equally conversant in jazz dance and tango alerts us to the fact that their inspiration is various. As Ricardo Rodríguez Molas points out, black impact on tango entails more than one single line of influence, from the civilizations of Central Africa to the candombes of Buenos Aires to tango.6 The sources are multiple and sometimes indirect, ranging from the coming of the beat of the Afro-Cuban habanera to Argentina after 1850, to the integration of key solo moves from candombe in milonga couple dancing in the Buenos Aires of the mid-twentieth century and earlier.

In addition, cakewalk and ragtime arrived in Buenos Aires in 1903, as documented by Sergio Pujol.7

As if a triple black dosage—candombe, habanera, and jazz—were not enough, North African-related qualities factor in, too: Andalusian syncopation and percussive heel-stamping (taconeo), which trace back to the Moorish era in Spain, also enhance the tradition.

Parenthetically, a brilliant example of how cosmopolitan black Argentine creativity can be, in the range of its influences, is the career of Oscar Alemán (February 20, 1909—October 14, 1980). As Walter Thiers recounts in his book El Jazz Criollo (Argentine Creole Jazz), Oscar Alemán was an Afro-Argentine genius who started out as a dancer of black gaucho malambo, picked up Afro-Brazilian cavaquinho guitar technique in Brazil, became friends with a black North American tap dancer, and ultimately synthesized all of these influences, and more, to become one of Argentina’s most famous jazz stars.

Tango culture and tango humanism are Buenos Aires phenomena. They emerged from the encounter of dance concepts from Kongo with the city’s cultural and social situation, involving African-born blacks, blacks born in Argentina, European migrants from Spain and Italy come to hacer la America (seek their fortune in the Americas), and Europeans born in Argentina, including ex-cattlemen, some of them black, in from the pampas, looking for work.

In telling this history, we consider the artistic contributions not only of Africans on the soil of Argentina but also of Andalusian-influenced gauchos who brought stamping patterns in the dance and Andalusian trilling patterns to song. The habanera arrived, in part, with black Cuban sailors, some settling on the other side of the River Plate in Montevideo, Uruguay, in the late nineteenth century. They inspired the names of black marching groups like Pobres Negros Cubanos (Poor Black Cubans, 1898), Esclavos de La Habana (Slaves from Havana, 1908), and Los Hijos de La Habana (The Sons of Havana, 1912).8

Habanera proved critical to the dance history of both Montevideo and Buenos Aires, where it became the beat of the milonga and of the earliest tangos.

All of these elements came together in late-nineteenth-century Buenos Aires. But the strongest root is pure Afro-Argentine, a development of Kongo-style dancing, as elaborated in black dancing groups called candombes that also existed in black Uruguay. Later, in the twentieth century, black social clubs kept up candombe-style dancing. Key candombe steps were inserted into the milonga. Or perhaps it would be truer to say that key candombe steps were inserted into the habanera and that the result of this was the milonga. All of this brought pleasure and joy, inspiring white dancers like El Pibe Palermo.

Paintings, photographs, films, and videos further document this presence. We will consider the Afro-Argentine percussive malambo dance and the famous black dueling composers (payadores) like the incomparable black lyricist Gabino Ezeiza, who wrote more than five hundred songs. Such presences and episodes, when all brought together, establish the depth of African-influenced aesthetic action today in the capital of Argentina.

As intimated, the roots of the tango intersect with a world-popular Afro-Cuban rhythm, the habanera. The reader will want to know more about this popular beat, its history and nature, and so an entire chapter will examine its impact. It was originally a Central African rhythm, a “call to the dance” (mbila a makinu) that in fusing with Iberian and other elements in Cuba took on a life of its own. W. C. Handy heard it in New Orleans, played it in St. Louis, and termed it “the call of the blood.”9

The global diffusion of habanera is amazing: the mambo of the 1850s, it came to Argentina through no fewer than three sources: Spaniards who had danced it in Madrid, imported sheet music, and later black Cuban sailors, some of whom settled in the late nineteenth century in Montevideo. A transnational phenomenon long before the term was coined, habanera invaded the bars and dives and brothels of Buenos Aires no later than the 1860s, later to be reinforced by black Cuban sailors. It was already there, in some form, before they arrived on the River Plate scene.

Habanera challenged local black dancers and their comrades, sparking competition among the barrio dancers, as we learn from an observer named Fotheringham. The virtuosi of the working-class neighborhoods were culturally prepared to receive and vary the basic Afro-Cuban beat. They looked for style. They played with rhythm. They flaunted newness. When the smoke cleared, the tempo of habanera had quickened. It was now a new dance, the milonga, a purely African word meaning “argument” or “issue” in Kimbundu and “lines of dancers” in Ki-Kongo.

Eventually young black dancers, and the whites and mulattoes who copied them, achieved the culturally impossible when they put together the early tango move, canyengue. This was a combination of “position one” in the classic dance of Central Africa—feet flat on the ground, bottom out, torso bent forward, face frozen—with the cheek-to-cheek, arms-around-the-partner romanticism of European embrace dancing. Canyengue became the name not only of a step but of a mode of being on the dance floor. When Afro-Argentines and their Euro-Argentine comrades departed from this early fusion, they kept the core elements, cortes (rhythmized stops) and quebradas (torsions of the hips combined with sudden bending of the knees). These “cuts” and “breaks” live on in the tango.

Still danced by a coterie of special experts, canyengue reconnects us to the past. It gives us a measure for establishing the innovations in the subsequent forms of the dance.

The name canyengue perfectly fits the dissolution of two styles into one. This word too comes from Central Africa: the imperative of the Ki-Kongo verb “to be liquefied by heat,” kanienge—to melt into the music—reinforced by Kimbundu terms for “dance.” Melting, obviously, means getting hot, as when in Kongo an elder cries out Twisa ndungu! (Put hot pepper on it!) when he or she feels the dancing is becoming desultory.

Afro-Cuban music, very Kongo-dominated, shares this aesthetic. A telling example: “Échale salsita” (Put Hot Pepper Sauce on It), a Cuban hit son of the 1920s. And then there is New York’s own Latino music, salsa, a word originally meaning, once again, hot pepper sauce, applied and burning, an ultimate metaphor for swing, drive, and feeling. Thus worlds of cognation, with the Cuban son and mambo and New York salsa, nuance the meaning of canyengue on the River Plate.

The dance history part of this book is the longest. The reason is: tango is action. That’s what the world loves, more than the text or the sound. We concentrate, accordingly, on great tango dancers, a number of whom we have mentioned. Many were involved with black colleagues. A black dancer, Carlos “El Negro” Anzuate, taught Juan Carlos Copes his first spins or giros and other moves, too. El Pibe Palermo hung out with black masters like Arturo Núñez and danced so black that his father was amazed. We especially honor Afro-Argentine dancers of today: tangoists Carlos Anzuate, Margarita de Guillé, Kely and Facundo Posadas, and candombe dancers Tete Salas and Pocha da Madrid. They are the guardíans of black incandescence. They are the inheritors of a tradition that goes back to El Negro Agapito, black star of the first tango film, Tango Argentino, a short directed by Eugenio Py in Buenos Aires around 1900–06.

That most tangueros today are white no more hides the original—and continuing—black presence than Elvis Presley conceals the heritage of Robert Johnson, or Benny Goodman masks the contributions of Fletcher “Smack” Henderson and Count Basie.

Original works by Argentine visual artists sharpen our sense of tango in motion. The tango art of Hermenegildo Sábat, Carlos Alonso, Rafael de la Fuente, Guillermo Kuitca, Abel Bruno Versacci, Juan Carlos Liberti, António Berni, Juan Batalla, and Dany Barreto, plus Uruguayan artists Coca Ocampo and Carlos Páez Vilaró, crystallize the precision of the tradition, like a Polaroid developing in the palm of one’s hand.

In the section on tango as literature, emphasis falls on great lyricists like Ángel Villoldo, Celedonio Flores, Homero Manzi, Enrique Santos Discépolo, Enrique Cadícamo (who literally transposed writing lyrics to novels), and Eladía Blázquez. Flores was black, and Blázquez is a woman. Women emerge strongly as songsters. We honor as well a woman bandleader, Beba Pugliese. Estela dos Santos has written of women who shaped tango dance as richly as the men they danced with: Carmencita Calderón, María Nieves, Ester Pugliese, Gloria Barraud, Elvira Santamaría, Elsa María Mayoral, Nélida Rodríguez, Gloria Dinzel, Natalia Games, and Milena Plebs.

The history of tango music traces a tumultuous sequence, from the earliest recordings to masters of the 1940s (Carlos di Sarli, Juan d’Arienzo, Aníbal “Pichuco” Troilo, Horacio Salgán, Osvaldo Pugliese) and of the 1980s (Astor Piazzolla). Then come the players of today: Néstor Marconi, Pablo Ziegler, Pablo Aslán, and Ignacio Varchausky, and the men of El Arranque.

Salgán and Pugliese are world-class composers. It is our aim to put their works in a more deserving position as against that of their more aggressive colleague, Piazzolla. There is certainly room for more than one person to represent Argentine Músical reality to the world. Salgán’s “La llamo sil-bando” and Pugliese’s “Malandraca” will hopefully become as famous as Piazzolla’s “Adiós Nonino” and “Tanguedía III.” The music chapter ends with El Nuevo Quinteto Real, led by Salgán, and El Arranque. These two groups, in differing ways, lead tango music into the future.

Meanwhile Gabriel Angió and Natalia Games, working with Argentina’s number one b-boy, a black Argentine youth named Lucas Álvarez, have three times had the audacity to blend hip-hop downrock (break dancing) with traditional tango. As they pull off this incredible blend, lucky the Bethlehem toward which they slouch.

During the early years of tango, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, young workers from Italy and Spain and elsewhere in Europe flooded the streets of Buenos Aires. But just as the Manchu invaders of the seventeenth century were transformed into avatars of Chinese culture, so the newcomers found their their argentinidad in tango. Hence that immortal immigrant-turned-icon-of-Argentina, Carlos Gardel. Hence the descendants of Italian immigrants, the great composers Pugliese and Piazzolla, and the virtuoso player of bandoneón, Néstor Marconi.

Tango today is a sea of white faces, but Brazil’s samba, Colombia’s cumbia, Peru’s lando, and Suriname’s kasiko are not the only black beats on the continent. Tango started black, and milonga, the dance preceding it, even more so. Contemporary tango performers like Copes know this to be true and perform accordingly. From time to time, in reserved little passages, he stamps out a milonga, playing the floor as an instrument of percussion the way a jazzman like Wynton Marsalis might switch to the blues to remind himself where he came from and who he is and why. Milonga, in short, is the conscience of tango. Like blues next to jazz, or son montuno with salsa, it keeps tango honest, being close to the roots. In New York the better instructors know this: when teaching the milonga, they stress the rhythmic difference.

Tango as dance, in the phrasing of Cormac McCarthy, contains within itself its own arrangement, history, and finale. The experts we honor, from whom we take counsel, are Argentine. In this book we go back to Buenos Aires and follow women and men to their milongas, their schools of being, where the prose of human action becomes a poetry of valor, pleasure, and precision.


1.

TANGO IN HOLLYWOOD


I hear the echo of those tangos
of Arolas and Greco
danced upon the sidewalk,
an instant distilled that remains
without before, or hereafter, an anti oblivion,
having the taste of everything lost,
and everything regained.

—JORGE LUIS BORGES, “El tango,” in El otro, el mismo (1969)




In order to recognize a symbol by its sign observe
how it is used with a sense.

—LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921)



The history of tango tangles with Hollywood. Tango on film is a chronicle of its own, lurid and strange, mixing dreams and deceptions. Often a tango augments a star—Rudolph Valentino, Marlon Brando, Madonna, Al Pacino—not for its sake but for theirs. And the accord with the tango is always with stereotype: sadness, sex, violence, and doom.

This sounds ridiculous and was. But thankfully, in the 1990s, with Adam Boucher’s Tango, the Obsession (1998) and Carlos Saura’s Tango, no me dejes nunca (Tango, Never Leave Me, 1998), truer versions have appeared on the screen. By then the authenticity of Claudio Segovia and Héctor Orezzoli’s stage extravaganza, Tango Argentino, had cleared the way for genuine footwork, sizzling like a Pollock on the floor.

The trend toward the real article includes the conversion of a major star of film, Robert Duvall, who makes pilgrimages to Buenos Aires and frequents traditional dance halls. He takes lessons from masters like the late Lampazo, Danel and María Bastone of New York, and Juan Carlos Copes, the latter described by Duvall as a “Rolls-Royce without a speedometer.”1

A Buenos Aires television special cuts to a dance floor where Duvall sits enthralled with his girlfriend, studying the moves.2 Early in 2000 Duvall danced tango for President Bill Clinton and the president of Argentina in the White House—at the express request of the Argentine ambassador.3 On March 28, 2003, Duvall released his own tango film, Assassination Tango. It had cameo appearances by major tango dancers like María Nieves, Milena Plebs, Los Hermanos Macana, Pablo Verón, and Gerardo Portalea. We’ve come a long way from Valentino.

Valentino was the first man to tango on the screens of North America. His tango in The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921) is a celebrated sequence. Measured against Argentine barrio reality, his moves were a travesty, but his charm and self-confidence made people notice him. Rex Ingram, the director of Horsemen, tells us why:


I was attracted at once by Valentino’s face. It was obvious that he was the exact type for the young tango-hero of the story … Rehearsing the tango Rudy did so well I made up my mind to expand this phase of the story. I [used] a sequence in a Universal picture I had made years ago. The sequence showed an adventurous youth going into a Bowery dive and taking the dancer, after he had floored her partner. I transposed this action to South America.4



The account is revealing: Ingram was not interested in tango—he just wanted to build up his star.

Valentino was no stranger to tango. He had danced it at Bustanoby’s Domino Room, on 39th and Broadway in Manhattan, around 1913.5 Mirrors around the room magnified his every action. There he learned the style of the “tango pirate”—ostentatious dipping, holding tight, and above all bending the woman back, way back, building an image of conquest.6 Valentino was fluent in dips and bends, and that caught the eye of Rex Ingram.

Four Horsemen was the Titanic of its time. Like the Leonardo DiCaprio film, it had an Italianate lead, and a huge cast and budget. Not since Birth of a Nation (1915) had Hollywood seen anything like it.7 But the scene the world remembered was Valentino’s tango. John Seitz, the cameraman, photographed the action on a set filled with smoke and tough-looking extras, meant to set off the beauty of the stars.

Valentino appears, you see his face laughing; thin lips, hard eyes, tough jaw. His eyes slit with interest. There is a woman on the dance floor, Beatrice Domínguez, dancing with a man. Rising in his incredible gaucho/flamenco attire, Valentino ambles over. He asks for a dance. Close-up of Domínguez’s face: dancing eyes, moist trembling lips. Her partner says no. Valentino sends him flying into a table.

Then Valentino and Domínguez start to dance. Their costumes are so heavy—tassels, shawl, dress, carnations, hat, shirt, chaps, whip, boots, spurs—that initially their motion reads like a ballet between the Monitor and the Merrimack. Valentino tangos on. Sometimes he holds out a stiff arm in the fashion of the tango of Europe, sometimes not. He looms over Domínguez, bending her back, tango-pirate fashion, with a devastating downward gaze. He is making the world look at him. He and Domínguez dip and dip again, in a parody of quebradas, Argentine torsions of the hips on bended knees. A black drinks maté and coldly regards them. They sway. Another black sips a beer. They dip. Close-up: their feet in a crossover, Valentino’s spurs flashing.

His features ride the motion like a mask. He is dancing his face, not the tango. And Domínguez dances her lips and her flowers. Before the finale, when their mouths almost meet, the gaucho vaunts his full strength. He picks up Domínguez bodily and brings her back down to the floor. The bar erupts. They like that. He does it again. Now everyone’s standing and shouting. Cut.

Valentino conquered the world with that scene. One tango deserved another: he stalked the floor again in Blood and Sand (1922). His fauxtango image would linger in films for some time.

Argentine dancers are bemused. “When we see someone tango, stiff arms and long steps, we laugh and call that dancing àla Valentino,” Roberto “El Alemán” Tonet, a star of the Broadway stage hit Tango Forever, told me in 1998. Still and all, a distinguished Argentine critic, Sergio Pujol, admits that “in spite of the fallacy, Valentino as Buenos Aires type, the success of this dancer-turned-actor is a reality impossible to ignore.”8

Gilda (1946), a movie about love and gambling in 1940s Buenos Aires, was Rita Hayworth’s greatest role. Somewhere in a casino we hear a bandoneón, but that’s about it for the tango. In 1946 barrio dancers were creating new steps, but Gilda gives no hint of this. Buenos Aires is a stage set, midtown Manhattan with signs in Spanish.

Valentino haunts Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard, the classic 1950 film. Gloria Swanson, in the role of a passé star of silent film, throws a tango party for just herself and William Holden. The scene is handsome: two dancers and a tango orchestra, in rich black and white. It was shot by John Seitz, the cameraman who had filmed Valentino.

Swanson, keeping Holden under the pretense of hiring him as a writer, hopes to seduce him with the dance music of her era. She will be his Domínguez; he will be her Valentino. She hires a tango orchestra to play, endlessly, just for the two of them, in her Beverly Hills mansion on New Year’s Eve.

Holden appears in a tux. The excitement of his looks and the savor of the tango overcome her. She tears off her tiara, like a pirate raising the Jolly Roger, and hurls it to the floor. The camera follows it. Swanson’s butler (Eric von Stroheim) retrieves it in white gloves. She rests her head on Holden’s shoulder. Getting the point, Holden looks worried.

Swanson tells Holden, “Valentino told me: get rid of my wood floor, replace it with tile.” The camera pulls back, revealing a tiled floor in octagonal patterning.

Holden, the hard-boiled screenwriter, abruptly breaks off and heads for another party, where he knows a young girl awaits him. Swanson, irreparably hurt, retires to her bedroom. She slits both her wrists. End of tango.

Nearly half a century later Wilder would tell Curtis Hanson, after the latter’s triumphant L.A. Confidential, “Now I suppose you’ll do a comedy.”9 Hanson did: Wonder Boys. Wilder had, too, following Sunset nine years later with the hilarious Some Like It Hot (1959). Tango in this film is pure slapstick: while Tony Curtis romances Marilyn Monroe on a yacht, using an outrageous Gary Grant accent, the camera cross-cuts to Jack Lemmon, tangoing in drag (to hide from gangsters) with Joe E. Brown. “You’re leading!” Brown says.

Lemmon and Brown lock hands and move forward, heads in profile, in European stiff-arm tango style. They also mirror Valentino, bending each other backward. Brown has a rose in his mouth. By the end of the scene Lemmon is striking insane gypsy poses. The orchestra is blindfolded—this spares them the travesty.

The misuse of tradition intensified in Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris (1972). Forget, if possible, the auteur’s ambition to blur art into pornography and vend it as revolution, with a world-class actor, Brando, securing the way. Forget the breakthrough promiscuities that Bertolucci has Brando commit with a smashing ingenue, María Schneider. Forget, as well, expectations aroused by the strange, sensual tango danced by Stefania Sandrelli and Dominique Sanda in Bertolucci’s earlier film The Conformist (1970). Forget, if you can, all of that and cut to a long, famous scene:


Interior: bar, dancing; day
Jeanne is hiding behind dark glasses. Behind them in the room there is a small tango contest. The jury, in front of a long table, follow with their eyes the couples dancing with numbers on their backs.
PAUL [BRANDO]: You know the tango is a rite … And you must watch the legs of the dancers.10



So far so good. Norman Mailer loved it: “[a] near mythical species of tango palace.”11 And the setting is beautiful. Vittorio Storaro’s camera distills a golden light in colonnaded spaces, a light that illumines intent, moving couples. Gato Barbieri wrote the score. In sum, we savor a tango nirvana.

But not for long. Bertolucci was out to use the tango, not to reveal it—to use its fame and its glamour, together with Brando’s, to power a dark vision.

He causes the camera to glide like a serpent through the tango contestants, transforming their Eden into hell. Pauline Kael declared the women “bitch-chic mannequin-dancers.” Somewhere a compliment to their integrity lies buried in that. To Kael the dancers were “automatons,” posing with “wildly fake head-turns.”

Bertolucci—and his critics—had misunderstood tango hauteur, which, as the gifted Julie Taylor reminds us, consists of the following: “dancers demonstrate their skill by perform[ing] like somber automatons, providing [themselves with] psychic space.”12 The root of all this is black cool. But by 1972 the Afro-Argentine shaping of the frozen face in tango had long since been forgotten, even among most tangueros.

Bertolucci, in any event, definitely reduced dancers to mannequins. He turned ritual into farce. It gets worse:

PRESIDENT OF THE TANGO JURY: Now gentlemen, ladies, all best wishes for the last tango!13

Note the last phrase. For some this suggested the end of the tango as a world-class tradition. As if to rub that interpretation in, Brando drunkenly sashays his way across the dance hall, mocking the seriousness of the contestants, mocking their moves, mocking their reason for being. He makes fun of their posture. He falls flat on his back, like a spread-eagled ape.

Then Schneider tells Brando she’s leaving him. He chases her, corners her. She pulls out a pistol. She kills him. End of tango.14

Critics rose to Bertolucci’s faux-revolutionary bait. Pauline Kael pronounced Last Tango equal to Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring—not the best call for someone whose judgments were normally brilliant. Another critic went so far as to denounce the tango judge, as if she were personally responsible for the Vietnam War. It was dangerous to be decent in the 1970s.

Norman Mailer, alone among critics, felt uneasy: “Did [Brando’s] defacement of the tango,” he asked, “injure some final nerve of … deportment.”15

It did. The damage was not virtual—it was real. Copes remembers, “Last Tango was the climax of films that ridiculed tango.” People the world over got the impression in the 1970s that tango was “antiquated and comic.”16 Recalling Wittgenstein’s famous axiom “The meaning of a symbol is its use,” tango had been defined, unfairly, by mis-use.

The Argentine military government of 1972 banned Last Tango, so Buenos Aires was prevented from making up its own mind at the time. The grim political reality of the proceso, the dictatorship of the military junta that ruled Argentina from 1976 to 1983, in many respects put tango—and tango criticism—on ice.

But things started changing in Europe in 1977. That was the year of Soldier of Orange (Soldaat van Oranje), directed by Paul Verhoeven, one of the best European films of the century. It includes a strong tango, bristling with politics.

This tango was an invention. It does not exist in the memoir of the Dutch hero of the Resistance upon whose life the film is based. As Verhoeven recalls, “We were looking for a situation to bring the hero and the anti-hero of the film together and came up with the tango.”17 One model for their dance was Lemmon’s tango with Brown in Some Like It Hot.

“I grew up admiring that scene,” recalls Verhoeven. The other source was Bertolucci, “but only as a second impression.”18 Verhoeven, in any event, transcended his sources.

Soldaat is the tale of two Dutchmen. Tight friends in school, they separate after the occupation of the Netherlands by Nazi forces in May 1940. One, played by Rutger Hauer, escapes to Great Britain, then returns by submarine in 1943 to spy for the Allies. The other, played by Derek de Lint, joins the German army and becomes an SS officer. (He is eventually shipped to the eastern front, where Soviet partisans assassinate him.)

De Lint and Hauer meet at a party in occupied Holland. The scene is a hotel in Noordwijk, a small beach town not far from The Hague. The time is early 1943. There is a swastika on the wall. The room is filled with Nazis. De Lint, as if to extend the aura of Hitler’s aggression, suddenly seizes Hauer. He makes him tango with him.

Their dance is war. It returns us, in an odd way, to early days in Buenos Aires, when men tangoed with men, to practice for women. De Lint and Hauer break, however, a fundamental rule of tango dancers: they talk.


ALEX [DE LINT]: Quite a disappointment to see you here among these Dutch Nazis and builders of Hitler’s bunkers on the coast.

ERIK [HAUER]: Why not? It’s war, and it’s a nice party, isn’t it?

ALEX: I heard you were abroad.

ERIK: That’s bullshit!

ALEX: I heard you were in London.

ERIK: You heard wrong. I’m here.

ALEX: Shame we’re not fighting on the same side.

ERIK: Yeah …a bloody shame.

ALEX: In a couple of years the Germans and English will be fightingtogether against the Communists.

ERIK: I don’t believe that.

ALEX: Well, anyway, we won’t be around to see it.19



Hidden in this díalogue is an odd prediction of the coming of the cold war. It is clear de Lint is not fooled by Hauer’s cover. One senses, correctly, that out of loyalty he will not betray him. So their dance is a mix of friendship and politics, fascism and democracy.

Suddenly the two men break into mirrored head-turns. It puts them in joking relation to their audience—and to tango film history. They’re citing Some Like It Hot with a dash of Last Tango, pure movie fauxtango cool. Hauer and de Lint perform appropriately stone-faced. They are having fun. Beaming, pretty women form a circle around them, giving them space and approval.

They race up and down, high-spirited males in action. One tangoist chose evil and will die. The other will live and become a hero of his nation. But while they are dancing, tango holds back their tarots and gives a full moment.

Tango Argentino, in the mid-1980s, changed the way films depicted tango, but not immediately. Catherine Deneuve and Linh Dan Pham, in Regis Warner’s beautiful film Indochine (1992), practice tango to the sound of a Victrola on a rubber plantation in colonial Indochina. They dance the European stiff arm. It’s all they know. They laugh as they dance, savoring the moment. Dan Pham exclaims, “We’ll never get it!”

Woody Allen did get it, in terms of tango suggestiveness. Fond of Latino music as an emblem of romance—he once filmed Tito Puente conducting—Allen regales us with the music of the world-famous tango “La cumparsita” (The Carnival Ensemble) in his film Alice (1990). Pedro Ochoa, the gifted Argentine film historian, points out that in this film “La cumparsita” becomes a leitmotif of liberation. Every time Alice, a repressed woman, takes charge of her destiny, we hear that tango. Allen, Ochoa concludes, cut through stereotypes to a richer sense of tango: freedom.20

Martin Brest’s Scent of a Woman (1992) and James Cameron’s True Lies (1992) were similarly enlightening. As Copes recalls, “Before Tango Argentino most films made fun of tango dancers. A joke. A clown show. But Scent of a Woman saw tango as healing, and in True Lies tango demonstrated the culture of the hero. We were witnessing respect for the dance.”21

In Scent Pacino plays the role of a U.S. Army lieutenant colonel, retired after losing his sight. Pacino defies his disability with an amazing tango performed with Gabrielle Anwar.

At first she is shy, but he immediately reassures her: “There are no mistakes in the tango. Not like life. If you get tangled up, you just tango on.” This charmingly suggests that sharing an error might lead to a relationship.

Like Swanson and Holden, the pair tango alone to live music. The number is “Por una cabeza,” Carlos Gardel’s song, one of the noblest of tangos. Anwar slithers one leg around Pacino. She is learning the wiles of the gancho, the pattern whose name translates as “hook.”

Pacino takes her hand and holds it up high, like a flag of romance. He is miming the style of the twentieth-century master El Cachafaz (The Guy with Attitude). He spins her out, spins her in, in circles of beautiful action.

With Scent, movies stopped quoting movies. Argentine motions were appearing at last. The tango in Scent was reprised in True Lies (1994), where Tia Carrere traps Arnold Schwarzenegger in a tango to the beat of—again—“Por una cabeza.” She is an enemy agent. He is a spook. Their tango is sexy. Arnold rubs her bare shoulders with muscular hands. She likes it. Carrere sits for a second on Arnold’s massive thigh, performing a sentada (a brief seating of the woman on her dancing partner’s thigh). Finally, in Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993), Liam Neeson dances, once again, to “Por una cabeza.”

Then came Evita in 1996. The star was Madonna. The Buenos Aires men with whom she tangos in this film (as the young Eva Duarte) are real. They are variously young, old, lonely, and dashing, and she cannot help but surpass them with her beauty. The sound track does not reflect the dance: the music is sped-up and rockized. Madonna nonetheless manages to insert a gancho and an ocho.

Before flying to Buenos Aires, where part of Evita was shot on location, Madonna trained in New York with Argentine tango instructors Danel and María Bastone. They taught her the ocho she performs in the film.

A fascinating sequence in Evita, set in the streets of Buenos Aires, involves a milonga de la muerte (milonga of death). The milonga is the fast-paced, syncopated dance that preceded tango. As in Kongo, where grief can be absorbed in a circle of dancers, and New Orleans, the city of Congo Square and jazz funerals, the couples dance milonga to counter the shock of Evita’s death.

The sound track betrays us: it does not play milonga, it plays something dirgelike. Nevertheless, the scene is superb: a good-looking young woman collapses in tears on the shoulder of her boyfriend. He holds her tenderly and dances her on. Behind them an older couple tango-milongas, with their eyes closed: life goes on.

Marta Savigliano points out that Sally Potter’s The Tango Lesson (1998) and Carlos Saura’s Tango (1998) began a new era of tango in film. Both are completely devoted to tango, unlike prior partial exposures.22

The Tango Lesson showcased brilliant dancing by a handsome male lead, Pablo Verón, on location in Paris and Buenos Aires. Riding the success of her distinguished film Orlando (1992), Potter starred herself as a screenwriter/aspirant tango performer/lover. Her character becomes obsessed with tango—and with her Argentine dance instructor, Verón. She decides to make a tango film. When she does and starts directing in earnest, her lover complains that she’s “changed.” Not at all. Potter’s narcissism flares incandescently.

One telling example: rather than choosing a moment of real tango, Potter enacts an arty mimesis of Delacroix’s painting of Jacob wrestling with an Ángel. The scene isn’t wrestling, let alone tango—she is goring Verón with her ego.23

Verón, a superb Argentine tanguero, caught Potter’s eye in Paris at the Folies-Bergère in 1993. His mentors in Buenos Aires had included Lampazo and other fine dancers in Villa Urquiza. Verón in the film does more than tango: he kicks up his heels dancing jazz on the banks of the Seine and on the moving walkways of Charles de Gaulle airport, recalling Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly.

The reaction of Argentine critics was mixed.24 But Pedro Ochoa praised the sound track as the most important selection of tangos in a foreign film up to that point.25 There were classics galore: di Sarli’s “Baía Blanca,” “La yumba” by Pugliese, Troilo’s “Quejas de bandoneón,” and Piazzolla’s “Zum” and “Libertango.” Potter’s taste in tango music was impeccable, and so was her sense of the seriousness of the dance. This she proved with her opening dance scene: Pablo Verón and Carolina Iotti, creating tissues of improvisation and design.

Problems of ego haunt Robert Duvall’s long-awaited Assassination Tango of 2003. He awarded the key dancing roles to himself and his Argentine girlfriend, Luciana Pedraza. Duvall plays the role of a hired assassin, a hitman, meeting in Buenos Aires with a confused-looking Rubén Blades, plotting to kill an Argentine general.

The hired killer (Duvall), casing the city, stumbles on tango. There is a scene in which Duvall stands, tough-guy bemused, as an attractive young Argentine woman demonstrates the gancho (hook). She shoots her foot in and out of his crotch. He plays this for laughs. Later, at a moment more serious, he asks a man to teach him, in the classic tango manner of maleon-male practice, the fundamental ocho step. In dream sequences Duvall tangos with Pedraza alone.

Duvall takes us to the famous Villa Urquiza tango dance hall, Sin Rumbo, where the superb Milena Plebs unfurls three moves—salida, giro, and sacada—each danced in perfect definition. “Los Hermanos Macana,” Enrique and Guillermo de Fazio, demonstrate male-on-male practice. For a maddeningly brief moment María Nieves uncoils her world-famous legs. The only full tango comes at the end credits. Pablo Verón and a partner pose, gyrate, pose. The film favors tango but not generously so.

The tango in Joel Schumacher’s Flawless (1999) is brief but resonant.26 Flawless portrays Latina women executing nurturing ochos in the arms of Robert De Niro. He holds them in a pure tango way. He plays a policeman recovering from a stroke; slowly he regains manhood and motion through the steps of the tango. The point of the sequence: tango can heal.

It remained for a brilliant Spanish director to go further, to give us a film completely in love with the tango. This was Carlos Saura’s Tango, no me dejes nunca (1998).

It begins with a view of Buenos Aires, turning gold in the light of a midwinter sunrise. The camera pans in from the river, from the docks and the cranes, to the Torre Monumental in Air Force Square, to stop finally opposite the IRSA building, a modern white skyscraper marking the corner of Juncal and Maipú.

Setting the stage with Buenos Aires itself, Saura, we sense, will develop the tango in its urban humanity, as an act of control to match the fine buildings and streets. And he does. The auteur steps back and shapes many scenes as pretexts for tango. The central male lead, played by Miguel Ángel Solá, is making a movie on tango. He is breaking up with one woman and falling in love with another. Both are tangueras. So their work and their practice keep us within the superbness of tango. We are taken into rehearsals directed by Juan Carlos Copes, one of the main stars of Tango Argentino. He counts out his motions to give order to lessons. He takes in his arms a fine woman and guides her through the serpentine glory of the milonga step called viborita (little serpent). He performs it with a series of miniature pivots. He teaches his group how to stamp out a beginning to a tango-milonga, like illuminating the first letter of a medieval manuscript.

Music is honored. The camera takes us into an incredible sequence where the great black pianist and tango composer Horacio Salgán plays his own “A fuego lento” (To a Slow Fire). The camera comes up so close to his face, you can actually see—and hear—him “scatting” syllables, under his breath, to coat every note with full energy. He is mouth-drumming music like certain jazz pianists. It’s a rare recognition—as is the interview with Facundo Posadas and Margarita de Guillé in Boucher’s Tango, the Obsession (1998)—of Afro-Argentine presence.

Again and again the film comes alive with silhoutted dancers, stamping and turning, stopping and starting. Saura takes us backstage, then onstage, then backstage again. We come away from his film aware that tango is pride and hard work as well as passion and fire. He establishes forever that tango is the supreme social fact of Buenos Aires.

In sum, tango on film leads from the travesty of Valentino through strange Sunset Boulevard and stranger still Last Tango to a battle between males in Soldier of Orange, to assertion of self in Scent of a Woman, to healing in Flawless, to women in action in Indochine, Alice, Evita, and The Tango Lesson, to tantalizing cameos in Assassination Tango, to the ultimate triumph, Saura’s Tango.

The sequence has shown that the glamour of tango formed its own worst enemy, inspiring directors on the lookout for facile transitions. Characteristically, they quoted tangos from movies rather than citing Buenos Aires directly. Now that is changing, and we are graced with some truths. First, culture is forever. It is politics and ego that fade. Valentino is dead; Evita is gone; but tango is. It survived the twentieth century. It took the measure of that era’s terror and decorum. At the end Carlos Saura hit the false with the fabulous, sensation with sense, revealing at last real tango couples, moving in love with an arm around life.27


2.

TANGO AS TEXT


When we read a poem in translation we want to hand ourselves over to the given of the poem, to rest in the authority of its being.

—CYNTHIA OZICK, Metaphor and Memory (1991)

Nadie me llama a la mesa de ayer
porque todo es ausencia y adiós.




No one calls me to the table of yesterday because all is absence and adiós.

—CÁTULO CASTILLO, “Café de los Angelitos” (1944)



If nostalgia is a country, tango is its capital. Tango writes of time, loss, and love. I ran full tilt into this tradition on a clear winter night in Buenos Aires in June 1990. The great Roberto Goyeneche was singing at Café Homero, on Calle Cabrera in Palermo Viejo. In a dark, blue-lit room filled with smoke and intense couples, Goyeneche stressed a phrase from Cátulo Castillo’s tango “La última curda” (The Last Drink of the Night): life is an absurd wound.

The dark strength of Goyeneche’s voice introduced me to a city where lyricists and singers talk back to destiny. The lyricists—Ángel Villoldo, Pascual Contursi, Celedonio Flores, Enrique Santos Discépolo, Homero Manzi, Eladía Blázquez, Mario Árraga, Horacio Ferrer, and others—are strong writers who at their best make abstractions of the bad things that happen, restoring the heart after tears. They establish an alternative literature.

Tango texts, like the blues, hold up a mirror to misfortune. But this will not do as a total description. Discépolo’s famous definition of the tango, “a sad thought danced,” captures only one of its ruling obsessions. Discépolo was a lyricist; he worked with words. But dancers want music—not words, and not speech—to keep their form and their focus. When sadness comes in, it is a thought to which they listen. Tangueros like to move in silence to the music, neither one speaking. Their ecstasies are textless.

In a conflict of impressions, dance rules. The organizers of the stage extravaganza Tango Argentino started with equal sections of music, song, and dance, but audience reactions disabused them: overwhelmingly the world wanted dancers. So here we meet one of the internal contradictions of the tango: the portion made of words, the texts of the songs, can be silenced by dancers. But the writing goes on, as does the music. In fact, the texts exist in relation to this tension. In the 1940s the great lyricist Manzi sometimes wrote a kind of blank verse, sometimes literally without verbs; he knew that the music would supply them.

Tango texts change from decade to decade, from writer to writer. What’s more, the work of strong writers is temporally translucent, open to both the past and the present. In addition, like poetry over the ages, it deals with matters of both discord and love. There is satire and amor in Celedonio Flores. There is sarcasm and jeremiad in Discépolo. A fine nostalgia for a vanished Buenos Aires shapes the work of Homero Manzi, consolidating his attention to desire.

Challenge songs, by black stars like Gabino Ezeiza, influenced the work of Villoldo in the first tangos of the twentieth century. Creole allusiveness exerts a subtle fascination in the work of the remarkable black poet Celedonio Flores; nothing in the barrio escapes that writer’s eye. Reminding us of both griots and Andalusian village singers, Flores critiques conceit and pretension. So does Discépolo, but with patented acerbity. Then follows Manzi’s geography of desire, Eladía Blázquez’s magical realism, and finally the tango modernism of Alejandro Szwarcman, Mario Árraga, and Horacio Ferrer. If Contursi brought narratives of love into tango, Ferrer and Szwarcman opened windows to the world, in a literary equivalent to the Músical revolution of Piazzolla.

Argentine critics have produced a veritable literary industry in outlining the contours of tango. Jorge Gottling’s Tango: The Melancholy Witness spotlights Gardel and the “monotheme”—i.e., woman—in three classic poses: absence, presence, and departure.1 The definition is a tango in itself. Gottling discovers nine themes in the texts of the tango: (i) skepticism, as in Discépolo’s tango about a man who believes in three things: people, his lover, and his mother, but “the first two betrayed him and Ma went and died;” (2) the Ángelic mother, as in Celedonio Flores’s “I’m Afraid” (“leave me with my mother—and by her sainted side I’ll build another life and capability); (3) the break up of a love affair; (4) the lovers’ reencounter; (5) revenge; (6) the barrio knife fight; (7) the fleeting quality of love; (8) retreat into alcohol, as in Manzi’s “Tal vez será tu voz” (Could That Perhaps Be Your Voice, 1943):


That cannot be your speech, your anthem,
for I find your voice asleep,
so what I must be hearing
are liquor-generated phantoms.



Finally, a ninth theme is gambling,2 as in Eladía Blázquez’s “La pasión del escolazo” (The Passion for Gambling):


If life is a lottery,
It comes with philosophy:
Play the game true.



Jorge Palacio, in his Humor in the Tango, reminds us that around 1900 tango was happy. He refers to the humor of Villoldo and his colleagues, writing in jubilant unison.3 Borges too was impressed, as he wrote in a poem of 1965:


ALGUIEN LE DICE AL TANGO
(SOMEONE SAYS TO THE TANGO)            




Tango, once you were happy
As I used to be….
Ever since that yesterday
So many things to the two of us happened
Critical departures and the pain
Of loving and not being loved back.
I might have died
But you kept extending the Barbary shore of our lives.
Keep in deep memory, O Buenos Aires,
The tango you were and will be.



For the text of the tango is Buenos Aires. In search of this truth, some writers turn ethnographic, finding “maté, guitars, and canción.” Others become historians of the docksides, restoring to consciousness “a turbulent horizon of tenements, wild dancing, and dives.”4 Still others document the flash of the moves in the later dance halls, mentioning sometimes the masters and their names. At base all are announcing an alternative civilization, where being well danced is just as important as being well read.

Cut through to seven strong writers: Ángel G. Villoldo, Pascual Contursi, Celedonio Flores, Enrique Santos Discépolo, Homero Manzi, Eladía Blázquez, and Horacio Ferrer. They have achieved exemplary status. They cannot, of course, totally represent the tradition, but they will suffice for this chapter. (Other strong writers include Cadícamo, Castillo, Expósito, and Le Pera.) These voices remain present in the esteem of the people. Steeping ourselves in this rich sensibility, we find ourselves wafted toward value and possibility.

It is thrilling to decode the texts. They make you realize that there is this wondrous city far to the south, where the brave and the gifted are battling for love and for livelihood. They share amorous insights, like troubadors. They write us reports from the front. Begin with their earliest tangos.

ÁNGEL G. VILLOLDO (1864–1919)

Ángel G. Villoldo, who wrote “La bicicleta” (The Bicycle), a tango of 1910, was the most esteemed tango lyricist before World War I. “The Bicycle” resembles black “signifying,” in its taunts and its humor. A bicycle race sets the stage—cycling was one of the favorite sports in turn-of-the-century Buenos Aires. Villoldo then shifts gears, making fun of technology as if it were a rival guitarist, poised with his instrument and ripe for challenge:


In this day and age
We have this rage

For everything electric,
The microphone,
The telephone
The panpirilintíntophone
Plus cinematography
Biography, caustography,
Pajalacafluchinography,
Not to mention chingatapuchinography.



Villoldo makes up electro-obscenities, humorously inventing technologies and thereby controlling them. He cuts the pretensions of modernism down to size. One can well imagine the fun he would have with the software, cellular, and dot-com phenomena of today.

Elsewhere Villoldo tapped a milongalike energy, the energy of youths from the barrios battling for love. In a tango called “Cuerpo de alambre” (Guy with a Wiry Build) of 1910, he wrote:


My girl’s got a gift
For the real creole tango,
And all its quick stops.
There’s power in her hips,
She’s a motor, she’s tops.
See her work out,
Doing fours or half-moons
She’s tango deluxe.
The perfect woman of my youth.




I’m also hip
To tango and its stops.
Chile and Rodríguez Peña
That’s where I bop
With a hard wiry body,
So women say.



Villoldo was a lover, a dancer, a writer. His handsome, mustachioed visage dominated the popular iconography of early-twentieth-century Buenos Aires. Charming to a fault, he said his girlfriend danced better than he did. He celebrated love. He celebrated dance. His tone was invincible.

PASCUAL CONTURSI (1888–1932)

All that changed in 1917. Pascual Contursi brought in the tango-canción, tango with romantic argument, tango with a story line, tango with melancholy. Contursi was born in 1888 in Chivilcoy, a small town eighty-odd kilometers west of Buenos Aires. He grew up in the capital, however, in the tough San Cristóbal section, then spent his youth working in a shoe shop. But his heart lay in theater and music, and he salvaged time to mount puppet shows. By his mid-twenties he was living in Montevideo, frequenting cabarets like the Moulin Rouge and the Royal Pigalle. These Parisian names gave hints of pretty women and good times. Like Toulouse-Lautrec, Contursi would come to translate what he saw.

Puppeteering taught Contursi how to dramatize a scene with animated objects. Hanging out put him in touch with street talk (lunfardo) on both sides of the River Plate. He witnessed lovers fighting. He heard their tales of anguish. And then of course there were his own misadventures. Drawing on these experiences, Contursi made an emblem of the remnants of the night, in a song that changed the course of tango history, “Mi noche triste” (My Sad Lonely Night), in 1916.


Percanta que me amuraste
en lo mejor de mi vida
dejándome el alma herida …




y el espejo está empanado
y parece que ha llorado
por la ausencia de tu amor …
y la lámpara del cuarto
también tu ausencia ha sentido
porque su luz no ha querido
mi noche triste alumbrar.




Woman who ditched me
in the splendor of my youth
searing my soul forever …




my mirror clouds over
with streaks like tears,
because you’re not here …
and the lamp in my room
responds to the gloom
by refusing to light
my sad lonely night.



The song takes up the mood of a man who is desolate. Tears cloud his mirror, a lamp holds back its light; objects turn animate in the hands of a former puppeteer. Contursi peppers the text with terms in lunfardo. Saying percanta for “woman,” and me amuraste for “you ditched me,” he challenges Iberian correctness. His tango diction reflects the language in which porteños laughed and made love.5

No one was more aware of the power of the vernacular than Gardel. When he sang this song, nuancing the slang in his own way, the hit was immedíate: Gardel’s rendering of “Mi noche triste” critics now regard as a decisive moment in porteño art history: the birth of the tango song.

Many texts since then have echoed “Mi noche triste.” They form a family of melancholy, ultimately linked to the Baroque despair of Francisco de Quevedo, the fatalistic fados of Lisbon and Cabo Verde, and the laments of the Cuban bolero.

Some ten years later Contursi was still filling loneliness with personified objects. Here he is, talking to an instrument as a comrade:


BANDONEÓN ARRABALERO
(BANDONÉON FROM THE ROUGH SIDE OF TOWN), 1928




Bandoneón, you see me now, alone and sad,
My singing languished,
You know my soul is filled with anguish.



CELEDONIO ESTEBAN FLORES (1896–1947)

Then came Celedonio Flores, black poet of tango. He was a light-skinned mulatto who hung out with Afro-Argentine colleagues of his era like Manuel and Carlos Posadas, according to the understanding of Facundo Posadas. Carlos Anzuate, the black tangoist, draws our attention to Flores’s African hair, even though he was “as light-skinned as I am.” In many respects Flores restored satire and celebration, like the black payadores he admired in his youth. A boxer in his young manhood, he appropriately fit the battle modes of Afro-Argentine aesthetics. The great tango composer Osvaldo Pugliese praised Flores as “the most progressive writer of the tango, [achieving] a strong and realist form of cultural portraiture.”6

This boxer-poet was born at 48 Talcahuano Street in Buenos Aires, on August 3, 1896.
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