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When did queer 
tango begin? In 
2001, when a 

group of same-sex dancers 
in Hamburg decided 
to partner, rather than 
following the conventional 
rules of Argentine tango? 
Or centuries earlier? 
“Historically, there are 
plenty of examples of men 
dancing with men, and 
women with women,” 
explains Ray Batchelor, 
co-founder of the Queer 
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Marianka Swain 
enters the world 
of queer tango

Above le� : Soldiers dancing 
tango, Argentina, 1932.
Above right: Viola Dana and 
Shirley Mason appeared as Mr 
and Mrs Rudolph Valentino 
in the Actors’ Fund Bene� t 
Show in Los Angeles, 1924.
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Tango Project. “The 
difference is that ‘queer 
tango’, which has become 
a global phenomenon, is 
openly a form of tango 
in its own right.”

There is some resistance to 
the idea. “I’ve read websites 
saying ‘If there is no 
woman, there is no tango’, 
which is daft. You can go 
to a traditional milonga at 
Carablanca and see men 
leading women alongside 
same-sex pairings and 
women leading men. It once 
caused a stir, but now people 
either look on in approval or 
it’s simply unremarkable.

“When tango emerged 

in South America, there 
were seven men to every 
woman, so guys had to 
practise with each other. 
It wasn’t assumed that 
leader/follower roles were 
inherently masculine or 
feminine, and that truth 
is now being reanimated 
in a modern context. We 
have more fl uid gender 
roles, so it makes sense to 
have fl uid dance roles. 

“Tango’s very equal – 
whether you’re leading or 
following, it’s about being 
attuned to the other person. 
Everyone should try both, 
to learn what it’s like on the 
other side. I love following 
– it’s incredibly liberating, 
unlike anything else in my 
life. I get a different joy 
from leading. Tango gives 
you license to embrace the 
whole of humanity, dancing 
with people of diverse 
backgrounds, ages, shapes, 
sizes, and queer tango 
widens that out further.”

The project supports 
queer tango, from classes, 
events and discussion to 
an historical archive and 
dedicated book. “There 
are great classes springing 
up, not just in London but 
also Glasgow and Sheffi eld, 
and fantastic events 
like next month’s Rome 
Queer Tango Marathon, 
July’s Berlin festival and 
Buenos Aires’ festival in 
November. I’d love to see 
it continue to grow, here 
and around the world.” ■

Queer Tango Project’s 
new book is available 
as a free download from  
queertangobook.org
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