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INTRODUCTION






Is Carlos Vega right when he says
that the Tango is an expression of primitive and strong instincts,
claiming citizenship, or Jose Cobiello, who, with learned and
complex reasoning, compares it to the Roman Empire that was
established not for expansion, but for incorporation of different
communities in a higher unity? This book, while considering
interpretations and readings, apparently different from each other,
chose its own way that, from various points of view, makes of the
perspective freshness and original synthesis its
strength.

Over the last few years, the Tango
has experienced a kind of second youth. It has been protagonist of
a globalization phenomenon that registered a widespread affirmation
in distant countries, not only geographically but also culturally,
as regards to its primary matrix.

It appears evident that what may
now be considered a rite, holds its own mysterious strength
universally recognized and goes beyond the Latin American
space-time concept.

The most hidden and strongest
aspects, the mysterious components that make of Tango almost an
initiation rite, are the nucleus of the research to be found in
this book.

There have already been published,
in various countries, many books on this interesting subject:
historic essays, poetic musings, collections of passionate
impressions, biographies of the major protagonists of a complex
legend.

‘Nostalgia, betrayal, love - Journey into the Tango -’
doesn’t want to be a conventional illustration of this phenomenon
and not even of its countless “stories”; it doesn’t want to outline
the “geography” of the Tango nor add another story about its
origins or claim a record. The desire that animates and gives a
meaning to these pages, is the attempt to carry out an unveiling
and capturing act: to lay bare those elementary passions that are
the strength of Tango and to learn to catch the innermost and
mysterious language that flows from the depths of a world of
emotions as a source of life.

The Tango is now a
worldwide adventure, a rite with a double red thread that is the
most profound essence: the passion and the grief from loss, the
nostalgia which is behind every note and the enchanting flow of the
movements.

The shout and the silence,
in their forever incomplete dialectics, as in a kind of eternal
return of a spell, are the exemplary components of a passionate,
involving ritual.

A florilegium of
protagonists populate this adventure of an eternal return to Tango;
they are the interpreters of old and new generations, guardians and
icons of the origins, and actors of a new classical era. The
‘guardia vieja’ and the ‘guardia nueva’, the ‘guardia del
cuarenta’, in a uninterrupted succession of spontaneous, magical
formulae. Absolute symbols, near and far personalities, like Homero
Manzi and Astor Piazzolla, whose stage, for old and new rites, is
the whole world.

One of the fundamental
points of this book, is the decoding by using the contemporary
psychology, the rites and myths of Tango and its mysterious,
fascinating strength. Of particular importance is the chapter
dedicated to man, woman and the adventure of the dance. A double
complementary and conflictual point of view, a warlike and erotic
event that can only be the fruit of a visceral conflict that
generates a magnetic attraction.

The story of an interior
journey and an experience of awareness with at its core, a musical
spell that is the bastard child of a heterogeneous musical
tradition, complex and even surprising. Not only the mysterious
strength of the rhythms and telluric magnetism of African origin,
but also the elegance and harmony of opera.

The final part of the book
offers a few considerations to help the reader to decode what the
title immediately suggested. The feeling of nostalgia as expressed
here, is like a mortal syndrome equal to the exaltation, the climax
of an amorous passion. There is the mysterious force of loss and
recovery, of abandonment and seduction which is the base of the
relationship between man and woman: they cling to each other and
then push away, so much so as to generate a vortex in which they
become fatally imprisoned.

Man and woman end up loving
their destiny; they let themselves go, seduced by the sound of the
musical waves and discover the steps and natural gestures that
project them into an egoistic and exclusive complicity.

This book does reveal an
enchantment and a fascination, but it contains much more. It talks,
and this is not an anomaly, about a ‘thaumaturgic’ force of the
Tango, that brings about the rediscovery of a neglected body,
humiliated by banal and distressing rites of this contemporary
world. A climate of homologation and trivial suffering that does
not belong to the Tango.






Vincenzo Centorame

Chapter 1






THE ROOTS OF A
PASSION

THE RIOPLATENSE ORIGINS AND A
WORLDWIDE ADVENTURE











The red thread of
passion






The Tango phenomenon is now a
reality. Schools of Tango are opening. The young and not-so young
are flocking to the ‘milongas’.






Some are creating a new way of
life out of it, others wish to get into it in depth as a social
phenomenon and yet others want to analyse its origins, many,
through the Tango, desire to widen their social
horizons.






The Tango, Argentine Tango,
which respects its musical origins is sentiment,
communication.

The Tango is a dance, music, a
way of expressing feelings.

It is poetry, it is
literature, a climate, an environment in which language has a most
particular place.






In a final analysis the Tango
is a complex cultural phenomenon; it cannot be considered simply as
a dance. Writers of Tango compositions have taken part in its
development in the same way as dancers and musicians.

They have created an
interaction.






The Tango was born between the
end of the XIX and the beginning of the XX centuries in Rio de la
Plata. Nowadays it has become popular within the global village
involving all social classes in at least three continents: Africa,
America and Europe.

Above all we are assisting to
the ‘retrieval’ of the Tango dance, from Argentina to France, all
over Europe, distant countries such as Sweden and Finland and even
further to China and Japan.

Sociologists, anthropologists,
psychologists are questioning about the meaning of this
retrieval.

Personally I am often asked,
“Why is the Tango so popular?”

I have tried to give an answer
in this book.

It is already clear from the
analysis on Tango origins that it holds the power to awaken
feelings, the emotive aspect of human beings.

And it is precisely this
emotive aspect that is now being retrieved.

Post-modern man feels the need
of this retrieval.

Post-modern man, faced by the
radical changes of the current technological process, is
disorientated. A process that has freed man from physical fatigue
but has profoundly changed every aspect of an individual’s life.
For the first time in the history of mankind, a new technology
carries out the mental functions and so overturns every political,
socio-economic law of the whole community.

One aspect in particular has
changed profoundly, the relational.






It has been established that
post-modern is relational. Only a century ago, an individual had
the possibility of relating throughout his life with approximately
a hundred people whereas nowadays this happens within a week. The
various ways of communicating have changed the dimensions of time –
we talk about nanoseconds – and space of mankind – we live within
the global village -. The Self is proteiform, continually adapting
to diversity and in a never-ending search for an
identity.






However the multiple relations
that characterize the contemporary era are mostly superficial.
There is a need for profound communication.






In this context of
disorientation the emotive development becomes a problem when not
blocked. But man reacts with a certain amount of awareness to these
difficulties and search for stimuli in order to live their emotive,
communicative and creative dimensions.






If you think about it, each
artistic expression is fundamentally a communicative process, an
attempt to express something hidden, suffocated,
potential.

The Tango can be interpreted
as an artistic form and with the success gained throughout history,
is a spontaneously fulfilled inter-culture phenomenon, an artistic
activity that came into being thanks to the meeting of persons from
diverse origins who felt the need to understand and express
themselves.

And today the interaction of
different cultures is one of the most debated topics.

I believe that the Tango
should be experienced, analysed and understood under this light and
not trivialized in the terms: sexual, sinful, and
unconventional.

We need to overcome this and
move towards more capillary and subterranean ways.

The Tango dance is an artistic
expression that awakens emotions and feelings, evokes fantasies and
with its movements communicates a belonging and respect.

In the three minutes of the
Tango dance you experience the possibility of a mutual
understanding, almost a symbolic prize for the profound
communication which is so arduous in the couple of
today.






But to understand the Tango we
must analyze it from its origins, as for every musical genre, and
from this analysis we shall realize how this dance is so different
from all the other dances for couples where the dancers are
completely separated at shoulder height. Tango dancers lean against
each other creating a harmonious, sensual totality, a creation of
an understanding between the dancers.






The lost feeling






The Tango developed towards
the end of the XIX century in the suburbs of Buenos Aires. The
protagonists that invented the Tango cannot be taken away from
where this phenomenon had its profound traditional
origins.

In 1853 the federal government
issued an edict declaring to be in favour of European immigration
with the intent, by the ruling class, of opening the frontiers in
the hope of welcoming professionals, scientists and
experts.

Actually, who answered this
call were only those classes in a state of poverty in their own
countries. They arrived on foreign soil with a single aim, a
material improvement and with the hope of buying a piece of land at
a very low price as declared by the Argentine propaganda. The truth
was that the landed property had already been divided among the few
Argentine notables. Moreover, effective measures of colonization
that would ensure the settling of foreigners in rural areas, had
not been taken into consideration.

The land, full of promise,
work and well-being became the land of anonymity.

A mutable, degraded area, the
outskirts of Buenos Aires, cut through by rivulets and ‘riachuelos’
filled with muddy water, was where the immigrants ended up settling
down, struggling to get by with any job in order to
survive.

The origins of the immigrants
were extremely varied, mainly European, but with an Asiatic and
Middle East presence.

The largest presence, however,
was from Spain and Italy from the south, but also from Liguria,
Friuli and Piedmont.

They increased the capital’s
population three-fold; it was a unique case in the history of
American immigration: 1 out of 2 were immigrants against the 1 out
of 8 in the U.S.A.

In this Buenos Aires of the
end of the XIX century, with its process of modernization and
growth, not only European immigrants arrived but also ‘el gaucho’,
farmers from Rio de la Plata.

‘El gaucho’ is a picturesque Argentine
character, who watched over the herds on the immense expanses of
the Pampas, he too without employment when farms or ‘estancias’
where set up, introducing more stationary methods of breeding with
the livestock in enclosures. ‘El gaucho’ is the expression of the
connection between man and nature, lover of instinct, he lives a
profound and solitary relationship with himself. Melancholic,
reserved and wild, he is always accompanied by his guitar to ease
the aridity of his existence. And now finding himself reluctantly
transplanted into the city slums, forced to surrender his intimate
dialogue with nature, he feels completely alone.

Immigrants, ’gauchos’,
sailors, butchers from slaughterhouses and also some ethnic
Afro-American groups who had recently received the enfranchisement
after centuries of slavery, settled into the ‘conventillos’, poor
dwellings, forming alleyways with shared hygienic facilities,
strengthening the resentment for the frustrated expectations,
sadness and nostalgia.

They were men on their own,
without affections and with difficulty in integrating and
communicating. From this contamination of diverse races crowded
into the yards of the ‘conventillos’ with a high male percentage, a
kind of heterogeneous music began to emerge, a kind of music that
expressed an incredibly varied world, made of memories, stories,
enigmas, mentalities in which they weep over their loss and play so
as not to cry.

It was music that was
spontaneously expressed by itinerant musicians who went from one
yard to another, from one shack to the next, interpreting tastes
and sensations, modifying rhythms, touching states of mind and
emotions.

Without realizing, these
musicians were creating the origins to the most original phenomenon
of the traditional Argentine culture: the Tango.

The Tango, overcoming social,
cultural and linguistic barriers, contributed to the setting up of
a new community, ‘a non-verbal language carrying the Rio de la
Plata identity’.

An anonymous and instinctively
emarginated mass, in the most natural possible way, created notes
and steps that expressed its own feeling, an authentic
suffering.

This phenomenon travelled
through the roughest areas, becoming established in more refined
circles, it was transplanted into other social and historic
realities that adapted it, transformed and at times, altered it.
Today, it is proposed once again in a world where we are all
wayfarers in search for an identity, bringing back to the surface
those roots that gave it life and remain perennial since it is only
these that donate vitality, strength, expressiveness and feeling to
this dance.

The Tango shadows the
emigrants of yesterday and the exiled of today.

Now, as before, it expresses
the purest nostalgia, from ’nostos’ return to ‘algia’ pain. The
latter is experienced by every single emigrant when leaving a place
filled with affection and meaning.

The history of humanity has
always been characterized by migrant flows but if we look today at
the phenomenon of globalization, at the telematics development,
telecommunications, economic and financial interconnections, this
flow, even though changing connotations, concerns a higher number
of individuals. Studying, working and living abroad for longer
periods is more frequent. It has, therefore, now become an extra
component of our lifestyle. We may attempt to minimize the
consequences of this phenomenon but it remains a serious personal
problem for all those who experience this, be it temporary or
permanent, for work or to follow a husband’s career. Obviously the
lives today of students and executives are profoundly different to
those of the traditional emigrants who were escaping from extreme
poverty with the hope of finding a place that could give them
salvation, but on an emotional plane there are many
similarities.

The feelings of loss that
chokes, the passage from a well-known environment to the unknown,
from a reassuring world with familiar borders to a world dominated
by new space and time categories with foreign, indefinite
outlines.

The end of this era was a
worldwide event that saw man caught up in a complex and
interdependent temporal dimension made from nets and knots,
literally submerged by relations, some virtual, others real.
Telephones, mobiles, answering machines, fax, emails that have
destroyed time for reflection, have reduced communication to
something insignificant and, even worse, have withered the heart,
the very organ with which we ‘feel’. Now our hearts only ‘feel’
vague flirts that flutter across sleepy souls without awakening
them. They do not have the strength.

The Tango holds this
strength.

It is music that ‘is felt’, like we
feel loving gestures that cut the flesh, lightly caress and
penetrate.

In the universe of the Tango
there is no language or thought or reflection, only the resounding
of an elementary voice or passion, a game of desires where an
embrace seems eternal, healing a diseased soul that cannot resist
being in the intellect cage.

In the Tango the body abandons
its usual gestures, it expresses its emotiveness, what moves it,
following a rigorous grammar that, once understood, gives to each
one of us, the complete and total possibility of expressing
ourselves wherever we are.






The essence of the
Tango






José Cobiello, in an article
about the essence of the Tango, began with a reflection on the
history of Rome. The entire Latin nation was a vast incorporation;
the Roman empire was not established by expansion but by
incorporating different communities into a superior unit. We can
imagine the Tango as an incorporation system, the union of various
diverse units into a superior One, always open to change and always
moving, giving pleasure and achievement.

The Tango has its origins in
Rio de la Plata, but it flies its flags far from home. It was
welcomed in Paris, then in London, Berlin and Rome. But the
‘Portegno’, the inhabitant of Buenos Aires, does not feel
represented in the foreign versions of the Tango, even though he
feels proud that his music is everywhere.

The ‘Portegno’ was the
immigrant who hoped to feel free by purchasing some land but,
disappointed, without power or control, typical male traits, he
developed a maternal complex in which women became the real
treasure. He then fell into an inferiority complex that was
relocated in the figure of the ‘compadrito’.

The body is the unconscious
and it expresses itself; the ‘compadrito’ speaks with his
body.

The instincts of the
‘compadrito’ reclaim a citizenship; he created a repertoire of
choreographic patterns so that his gestures and movement expressed
his strong, primitive instincts. In the beginning he incorporated
in his choreography the musical structure of the habanera, polka
and mazurka to give voice to his boldness, courage, loyalty and
happiness despite his alienation. The Tango embryo was therefore
seated in a repertoire of simple choreographic patterns and was
open to a system of incorporation. It did not have a musical
structure but it was incorporated first from the habanera, polka
and mazurka and then from the milonga. Therefore it is imprecise to
say that the milonga is mother to the Tango. The milonga supplied a
stable musical support that had, at first, been given to other
dances. The ‘compadrito’ did nothing more than adapt his music to
his steps and sliding intricacies, to his pauses and arrests, all
being gestures that express his interiority. Traits and names of
dances have been confused creating a mixture that became the
Tango.

The second incorporation were
the verses, the first were obscene having been improvised by
itinerant musicians that frequented the brothels in the centre. It
was a vast sub-literature that was immediately improved in order to
allow access to variety. With Contursi the Tango incorporated the
literary form of canzonets, the tripartite ones. The ‘Portegno’ had
changed, having been enriched by Italian with verses on sorrowful
love. The Tango needed a characteristic instrument to interpret the
‘Portegno’ people. First of all the violin and guitar were used ,
then the piano but the accordion, Indian harp and clarinets played
by Italian immigrants were not ignored. These were all instruments
belonging to conventional music, but the Tango wasn’t conventional,
it was music exclusive to the ‘Portegno’ people, typical of Buenos
Aires that was maturing with awareness of existential
pain.

At a certain point,
fortunately, the Tango had no difficulty in incorporating the
bandoneon.






The Tango defines its identity
as appears in a piece by Antonio Soldìas:






“With Luigino I used to go along
the seafront with my accordion. We played and sang. Luigino
accompanied me with his mandolin. We stopped at the taverns and
hostelries where Argentine lads played their guitars and we played
and made up canzonets. You know, the Argentines didn’t give us the
notes, it was all done by ear. One day I said to
Luigino:

“Eh, Luigino, what do you think
about playing a milonga?”

“But milongas aren’t Italian”,
Luigino said.

“Who cares! We don’t live in
Italy, my dear brother”.

I was a philosopher, you
know!

One day we decided to play a
milonga. We went along the seafront. Everyone liked the milonga
played on the accordion. Everybody was moved, you know! It was as
if it hurt. You know? It was sadness in song. They loved it. So I
thought that the accordion was the instrument to express the
milonga. When the Tango ‘El Choclo’ made itself a name I carried on
using the accordion to play the Tango.

One day a really small man
with bristly hair and sharp features came. He was carrying a square
accordion, good Lord! He played a first-rate bass. It was really
fantastic, you know! So I just gave up my place to him.

“You carry on, my friend”, I
said.

I put my accordion away. I bought
myself a boat and that was that.



And then, on another page
written by Crispin:






“…you must carry on, don’t stop.
You have a splendid future. It doesn’t matter that you can’t read
music. You’ve got the ear? That’s all right, like me. You listen to
the music, you play it and you have created a ‘compadrada’ When you
want to put together a good Tango that is to be successful, call
me. I play a very old Neapolitan song that nobody remembers on my
accordion, You do it, but very, very slowly, you add three or four
‘firuletes’, a Creole thing. Of course, my friend, it is sad, but
all over the world traditional music is sad. And the music of this
country is made up from memories that come from many nationalities:
Italian, French, Spanish. Here, nobody knows anything, but
everybody wants to know everything. The person who really does know
something protests because everything is going wrong. While he is
protesting, time is lost because everybody else is trampling on
him.”






Therefore, to begin with, a
Tango could have been an old and forgotten Neapolitan song, a
French waltz, a Creole melody, a country aria; it was music that
adapted to the ‘compradada’

In 1914 Firpo composed ‘Alma
de Bohemia’.

Firpo incorporated Romanticism
creating something so overpowering that the Tango, known as
‘compadrada’ and ‘firulete’, disappeared before this
force.

Up to then, the Tango was composed
for and performed by the feet, seat to impulses. Firpo started to
compose Tangos for the heart and Contursi, in 1915, as Augustin
Rena put it, took the Tango “from the feet to the lips”. He created
with Gardel a new musical style, ‘the Tango canciòn’ which would
have defined Enrique Delfino in 1920.






The Tango in Paris had taken
on a more sustained rhythm. Slowing down the rhythm did not permit
the ‘compadrito’ to perform his impudent gymnastics. The Tango in
Paris achieved its romantic revolution but it must be remembered
that it had already been quietly begun by Firpo who had brought it
onto a sentimental plane.

The Tango became sad; a
sadness masterly interpreted by Contursi. The incorporation of this
style eliminated the impulsive roots of the Tango. It started to go
arm in arm with opera.

In 1920 few traces of the
‘compadrada’ remained, however we feel the De Caro’s Tangos are no
less Tangos than those of the black Casimiro.

Each author, according to his
own attitude and temperament searched for beauty as the authentic
expression of the soul, a sound capable of resonances, theirs was a
knowledgeable and tenacious research.

With the conservatoire
musicians the Tango embodied the technique of ‘school music’ which
is a more precise expression of culture [...]


