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Milonga Popular
Berlin

The organizers create an atmosphere that is cheap, dark, cool, and
feels like a party in a bar. They offer free drinks at 01:00.
Regularly, 50 people show up for the absolute beginners class.
The class doesn’t emphasize classical tango steps, but instead the
pleasure of physical connection. There are lots of exercises for
embracing, and not so much walking. They ask the larger tango
community to support new dancers by understanding that the
milonga will be full of beginners.

My first review of Milonga
Popular was scathing:
Girls in ugly shoes,
nowhere to sit. A year
later, on assignment for a
magazine, I interviewed
Sven and his co-organizer,
Pedram. I was detached
and professional.
Since first experiencing the affront of a milonga
that didn’t fit my expectations, I’ve taken on
the work of studying business and realized that
Milonga Popular is what every tango teacher/
organizer wants to be: Successful.
Founded in 2013, Milonga Popular has
developed a stable model for attracting young
people, retaining beginners, maintaining good
relations with other organizers, and financial
success.
After 10 hours of interviews, I have discovered
that I resonate deeply with many of Sven’s
perspectives, although I still disagree about some
details of execution.
The purpose of this collaborative document is to
articulate Milonga Popular as a model.

Every dancer wants more great partners and to be
part of thriving communities.
We want our local teachers and organizers to make
enough money so they can stop competing, afford
to pay for great venues,
As I try to build a resonant business, I look to
contemporary culture –like actionmovies and
videogames– for strategy and structure.
Organizers are like game designers. We want our
players to love and play our game, Tango Quest. To
do this, we create meaningful objectives and offer
valuable resources.
You can skip to that section of the document, but
I encourage you to take the whole journey. To
understand what the rest of us have been doing
wrong, we have to gradually undo our assumptions,
subcultural style, and familiar methods.
It took me 6 years of teaching to question certain
statements by my teachers, no matter how obviously
disfunctional they were. It’s taken me 4 years to
appreciate Milonga Popular. I hope to get you there
in 20 minutes of reading...
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A tango dancer
visits Milonga Popular...
Someone is near the door, taking money into a
small box. But from this point, the familiar gets
scarce. It’s the darkest milonga you’ve seen. At
first it seems there are no chairs at all. A dance
floor, and people standing around. There’s a full
bar on the far side of the room, and absolutely
no suggestion of where you might change your
shoes or stash your belongings.
You can edge one way or the other around the
dance floor. If you edge left, toward the bar,
you’ll pass a stage where there is some seating,
big leather couches on which basically the only
way to sit is by laying down, which people are
doing, in heaps. A plancha of girls sit on the
edge of the stage, toes dangerously dripping on
the edge of the dance floor. If you want to pass
this way, you either step on their feet or crash
into the outer lane (likely both).

If you edge right, you walk in the line of dance
for 2 meters and then you reach another bit
of scarce seating, but at least one on which
people can sit upright, a bench. You could
change your shoes here, if there is a free space.
(Probably not.) There’s a door. You head through
there, discovering the authentic Berlin grunge
bathrooms and then tumbling onto a second
dance floor, even darker than the first. The first
dance floor was playing traditional tango music,
this one is playing some dark slow pop music.
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You discern some more couches and another smaller
bench. Here at least you can pause to get your
bearings and change your shoes.
While you do that, you realize that people are
making out on the dance floor. You also realize that
people are definitely smoking somewhere (although
this is illegal in Berlin), and it’s not only cigarettes. After
changing your shoes you retreat to the slightly more
familiar space of the traditional music room. There
is nowhere to stand or to sit, but luckily you quickly
secure a dance, by surprisingly charming cabeceo.
Your partner has such a nice embrace that it takes
you 1/2 a song to realize they are a rank beginner.

Meanwhile surely at least one person has crashed
into you. Even if this doesn’t happen, you feel a lot of
stress on the dance floor, because of two factors: first,
the edge is a contant chaos of standing, traffic, toes,
a lack of definition between the outside lane and
standing at the bar, people entering the milonga
through the dance floor, and two architectural
columns awkwardly straddling lane 1 (when people
aren’t standing in it) and 2.
Perhaps your second dance partner is a bit better,
but the chaos of the dance floor is such a distraction
that you suggest changing to the other room, despite

some trepidation about the music. Here you find a much
more reliable edge, but not a reliable circulation. Several
couples are so deeply engaged with one another that
they are stationary for entire songs.
Somehow despite all this weirdness you are having a
good time. The people are friendly, and happy. So you
stay longer than you might have anticipated. As the
night goes on, you notice dancers sliding down to the
floor, and sometimes dancing in writhing clutches of 3-10
people.
The cortinas on the traditional floor (there are none in
the pop room) are energetic songs of many genres,
and seem to be played with no rigid sense that they are
cortinas at all. Sometimes a whole song is played. Some
dancers dance alone.
There may be a performance. It could be flamenco,
tango, a solo saxophone, or a magic show.
It’s getting late, but only about 1/2 of the people leave.
An electronic-music DJ takes over in the back room,
where people roll around on the floor and make out on
the couches.
In the front room, where there is now space for slightly
more concentrated dancing, new people are at the bar.
Some of them are not tango dancers. Others are some of
the top professional tangueros in town, who come here
to drink, possibly to dance with some cute beginners.
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The cumparsita plays. The organizers invite
everyone to have free drinks. The bartender has
placed several bottles of rum, vodka, and gin on
the bar, with appropriate mixers and a tub of ice.
There’s also a platter of fruit. People rush the bar,
pouring drinks for one another. The music is clubstyle. People start to free dance. After some time
(10-40 minutes), tango music starts again, and
this time the cortinas are like the music from the
back room (which is called “The Candle Floor”),
danceable slow pop.
Someone has dragged the carpets and couches
off the stage onto the dance floor, and people
are snuggling and napping there. The dancing
level keeps improving, becoming more serious.
Simultaneously the mood at the bar becomes
raucous and silly.
The milonga continues until the trains start
running on Tuesday morning. You weren’t
expecting to be here until the morning
light, but there’s a song “Kreuzberger
Nächte sind lang... “

Sven &
Pedram
Founders, Milonga Popular

Your vibe attracts your tribe. We built it by word of mouth, our personal
networks. We didn’t advertise. People might find out about something
because of a flyer or a poster they see, but they come because
someone tells them about it, or their friends go. “No, it’s not expensive,
the class is by donation.” “Yeah, you don’t have to dance, you can just
hang out.” And we see the whole city as our market.
Some of them eventually get serious about tango, they get good at it.
They go study at other schools too and dance in other milongas. So we
are growing the whole community.

It’s a party. We want it to be a healthy
alternative to the drug-taking club scene, a
transgenerational party. We party ourselves.
We get wasted, we make out, we roll around
on the floor. We don’t have to dance with the
students to make them happy, we give them
a good party.
The class has always been by donation, and
they can stay for the party. So for €2 they
can have a great night, even with some free
drinks, from 19:00 until 04:00. But most people
pay €10. And people who only come for the
milonga, for this we always charge €5.
We don’t reproduce any of this tango stuff.
No Maestro’s table. No posh dressing up.
No place to hang out next to the DJ. No stiff
tango princesses as teachers.

We are multi-disciplinary. We collaborate
with swing dancers, zouk, kizomba, salsa,
contempoary, bachata, flamenco, chi
gong, aikido. We run an occasional milonga
at Berlin’s most famous sex club. We teach
methods from tantra and martial arts and
acting and singing. We want people to
connect tango with other disciplines they
enjoy. They can come here and dance
without knowing tango.
Tango is two spirits mixing. That can go into
eros. We’re ok with that.
We analyze everything. The lights, the music,
the alcohol, how people are relating.
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So, how does any of this relate to Your community, your tribe?
Milonga Popular is especially remarkable in their success with
young people. This may only be replicable by organizers who
have that “vibe”.
But their most powerful accomplishments have to do with a
deep understanding of what tango has to offer, and how to
focus on those objectives so that more people are compelled
to try – and to continue.
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Tango Quest
The Objectives

What Sven has done is analyze the deeper desires and needs which
bring people to tango. These are SOCIAL, SENSUAL, and having a
sense of SUCCESS. While most tango teachers and organizers do
create a nice social experience and sense of community, sensuality
and success are in short supply.

THE EMBRACE

More love than the rest of the week
Our most important focus is to get people to embrace.
People quickly get that they have been touched, right
from when they walk in the door. We greet everyone,
introduce people to each other. Here they get more
embraces and love than the rest of the week. So it
becomes the social setting that they want to be in.
It’s so different from a regular club, where
people don’t face each other, don’t embrace.
We show them how to be direct, how to
concentrate into someone’s center. People
are shocked by the charisma of the tango
embrace.
In the class we get the students to just embrace,
without any instruction about tango posture.
Take three breaths together. Take two more.
Then give a little squeeze and let go. After they
have done this with 10 or 20 different people in
their first few classes, they learn about their own
boundaries and others’ and they feel out how
to manage this intimacy with their partners.

We also embrace the
whole group, 80 people.
People feel part of it.
I tell the students: “Your
embrace is the core of the
evening. Everyone will feel
it. I want to already thank
you for that.”
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THE CLASS
We have one chance

Our mentor is Horacio Godoy. He taught us: “Tango
teachers need to understand that we only have
ONE chance to get people to fall in love with
tango.” It has to happen in the first class, we have
to give them the best possible experience. We
want them to dance and feel successful.
Instead of walking around the room, we focus
on taking slow, sensual side steps.
We don’t demand that they tailor themselves
to tango. We relate with yoga, with children’s
games, with massage, acting classes, singing...
Through these diverse exercises we get some
bonding. Then comes some tango technique.
We don’t really care if they do tango correctly
-- what is that, anyway?. What we care about
is that they embrace and have a good time.

We only have
ONE chance to
get people to
fall in love
with tango.

We focus on bringing the students into contact with
one another, eye contact, body contact in tight
circles of the whole group in which they wiggle and
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roll their bodies against one another, and
many, many close embraces, breathing
together. In the class exercises the partner
changes are so frequent and fast that often
men are embracing with men and women
with women.
We teach them how to integrate themselves
into the party right away. We explain: After
the class will be a party. At the party, the
music comes in packages, 4 songs, about
10 minutes. You only want to be for 10
minutes with a stranger in this embrace with
someone you really want to. Without this
you will sit all night without dancing. You
need to learn how find that someone. So
look around.
The Milonga Popular classes go on for about
2.5 hours before the milonga starts. Students
arrive constantly throughout this period.
They pay at the door and then decide for
themselves which of the three ongoing
classes they will join. Toward the end of
the instruction time, all three classes join
together for the last few dances, so students
of different experience levels combine for a
few dances.
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THE PARTY

From the first class into the milonga
People are dancing because they want
to go out, dress up, meet people, learn
something new, get a bit drunk, flirt.
The Party (the milonga) starts during the
beginners class. They don’t have to wait
until weeks or months later for the party,
they are already in it.
The vibe for the party is set in the class. It’s
about relating to yourself, partners and
the group.
The last 2 tangos of the class, we change
partners 3 times. They have already met
dancers in the milonga space. They have
connected to 6 people. Then 2 more
tangos and no more announcements. It’s
the milonga now.
We encourage our friends to come and
dance with the beginners.

The party changes during the night. More
experienced dancers come, the beginners
get tired and go home. But there is always a
very tolerant atmosphere toward the ronda,
it’s always ok to be a beginner. The party itself
has changed over time: More and less of the
hip/elite people coming, more and less live
music, more and less sensual...
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KISSING

A normal milonga is not enough.
The kissing rate is high. This is a success. People go
out because they want to flirt. This is why people are
actually there.
We as role models push and explore boundaries by
exploring ourselves, taking people with us, which led
us on a road of discovery: the floor, walls, different
music, slow motion dancing, and more sensual. We
opened the way for other people. Now we don’t
have to encourage it. Because we are the makers of
the space we are aware that we also have to help
the students develop sensitivity about intimacy.
In bars and clubs it’s normal to kiss, but most milongas
only have dancing. It might be too little for people!

Sven found that what
was “not enough” for
young people was
sensuality in milongas.
What’s “not enough”
at your milonga?

There are only two milongas in Berlin where people
kiss. At Tangoloft it’s very romantic, people are
drinking, there are a lot of couches, there’s a smoking
room. Our milonga is full of love. Beginners in the dark.
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What is Marketing?
Getting serious with TangoForge

If we can crack the code to making Argentine Tango popular, there will be
plenty of students and dancers to fill our milongas, and we won’t need to
compete with other organizers. The only people we can blame for our financial
and emotional distress is ourselves.
Milonga Popular got lucky that their vibe found its tribe through word-of-mouth.
The rest of us need to learn marketing. I know you think marketing is for
businesspeople, not artists, teachers, and hosts, but Marketing is nothing more
than THIS: Who is in the Room with you and Why?

Who is in the Room with You and Why?
When you think about this question, do you
begin by talking about your own actions or
about the failings of the students? If you are
already blaming the ex-students or would-be
students, everything you have said may be
true, but this line of thinking is helpless.
You are not going to change your customers,
especially when they are not in the room
(because your advertising didn’t appeal
to them or they had a bad time in their first
class).
What you can change is your own actions, by
understanding what you do that is effective
and how you can magnify its impact. And
also by taking an honest look at what you do
that is ineffective, putting it to the side, and
making some new experiments.
Every day you have a chance to try
something that will change the perception of
tango, for your business, for your community,
and for the tango industry.
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Tribes
If we want to make tango POPULAR, we
need to find ways to resonate with lots of
different tribes. Each of us is a part of that
mosaic, which will not be visible until we each
do our part with great color!
One of the most important truths of marketing
is that no product/service is “for everyone”.
Even if it is, you can’t communicate with
“everyone”. You can only communicate with
people who you {1] understand and {2} have
access to.
For example, you might want to attract
more movie stars. But if you don’t have good
connections to them, this will be difficult. If
instead you want to draw in more women
who love fancy high heels or men who do
martial arts, you may know exactly where to
find them in your city!
And actually you don’t want “everyone”!
Tango is very good for elders, psychotic
youth, and amputees. But these may not be
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the people you feel prepared and excited
to work with. (If they are, then go for it!, and
share your passion with your existing tribe.)
But FIRST understand your existing tribe.
There are students in your classroom and
patrons in your milonga. Why are they with
you? Instead of doing something else?
These people are are resonating with your
style (what Sven calls your “vibe”). We’ll call
them your VibeTribe.
Entrepreneurs swear by the committed
practice of talking to one customer
every week. Take careful notes on these
conversations. Write down the exact words
they use, don’t paraphrase. You need to get
out of your own head and into theirs!
•Who are they? single/married/divorced ...
working/student/retired ... athletic? ... sober? ...
•What do they like about what you do? ... what is
satisfying for them?

So now you can describe your VibeTribe and
how what you do works for them.
Next ... who do you WISH was in the room
and Why?
Most of us are not only frustrated financially,
but also emotionally. As teachers and hosts
we have personal dreams for what we want
our tango work and community to look like.
We may be grateful for the customers we
have, but we have a DreamTribe.
For example, I would prefer to be working
with people who are very athletic and selfdisciplined. Consider your DreamTribe.
•What is your motivation for wanting them?
•Where are those people hanging out right now?
•What atmosphere, amenities, attitude,
environment do they like?
•Who are their influences/influencers?

•Why did they decide to try Argentine Tango?

•What connections do you have to people and
places that are important to this tribe?

•How did they find about You?

•What kind of music do they listen to?

•What do they want that they aren’t getting or
not getting enough of?

•What kind of fashion do they like?
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Channels & Campaigns
If you are ready to do some real marketing,
focus on one tribe at a time, either your
existing VibeTribe or your DreamTribe.
How do you get to them? Identify the
“channels” you will use to make contact
with your tribe. Examples of channels are:
FLYERS at the place where your tribe hangs
out, POSTING on a mailing list or fb group, cosponsored EVENT with shoe store/martial arts
studio, paid ADS in an niche publication...
In Traction, Gabriel Weinberg recommends
running experiments in up to 19 different
channels until you find the one that works.
Then double down all your energy on that
channel.
Now you need to design a Campaign. This
means finding messages, imagery, and offers
will RESONATE MEANING and INSPIRE them.
Be sure to test and get feedback before
launching.

RESONATING means that they need to
feel that you understand their needs and
dreams.
To INSPIRE them, they need to be
convinced that you have something
valuable to them.
Obviously just showing them a fancy
picture of yourself in a dress with a slit and
some high heels in a cheesy tango pose
surrounded with words like ‘passion’ or
‘authenticity’ is not going to do this...
Everybody who likes fishnet stockings
and 1940s music is already with us. So
don’t waste your time on these images
and messages. Instead pay attention to
people’s needs and goals.
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Nurture (UX)
It’s easier to build customer loyalty than to
get a brand new customer.
But the “churn” in tango is awful. We lose
more students than we keep.
Tough determined people like us tend to
say “Well it worked for me...” This is not
good business. In fact it’s suicidal. We have
to find out what would have made it work
for the people who came to us and for
those who look at the postcard on their
fridge every day.
The crucial thing to do to improve our
businesses is to take a humble look at
what we are doing wrong as teachers and
organizers and change whatever we need
to in order to serve our students better.

UX=User Experience. Think about the whole
situation from first contact to advanced
dancer. How is it working? Where are you
losing people?
To build a business we need to give our
customers constant commitment and love.
Love doesn’t mean flirting with them, or even
dancing with them. It means understanding
their needs and offering tango experiences
that meet real needs.
Sven has helped us understand what those
real needs are.
What’s going on for them? Are they getting
great SOCIAL experiences, SENSUALITY, and a
sense of SUCCESS?
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Why do you want to popularize tango?

Sven

I see a message in
the tango itself. It has
distilled something in
the embrace and in the
connection that is unique.
I see it as a variable and
resourceful practice for
creative human contact.

And it provides the freedom to incorporate
live music, performances, art, to bring people
together.
Tango is an alternative to the individualistic drugtaking party scene. At the core it deals with
our deepest feelings and expression. It offers a
relationship to a partner and the dancer near
you and the whole group. Tango’s social spiral is
a logical way of fruitful human interaction.
The music is very deeply evolved and the source
is Europe, Africa, South America. It’s from Buenos
Aires but the Europeans understand it. It has
already withstood the test of time, many times. To
see it as a current art form it constantly has to be
updated and renewed.

I see that what people want
most deeply is the experience
of partnership. Tango gives us
a method for achieving that.
Our inheritance of tango
from the 1940s is the best technology for physical
communication with a partner. I teach how
it’s possible to use this pure technology in any
embrace, mobilizing the traditional tango
vocabulary to express meaning to any sound, with
any music that gives us feelings.
I believe that creativity is the highest human
function, and I want everyone to have the skills to
access this, anywhere and anytime.
I’m not very interested anymore in milongas as
a location for tango. I want people to dance at
home in the kitchen. to dance to street musicians,
to take tango to rock concerts. I want people to
use tango in contemporary culture and life.

I have to teach to find out what am i teaching.
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Resources
Visit Milonga Popular, Mondays from 19:00 at Mehringdamm 61, Berlin
Milonga Popular fb Group: Tango Kollektiv
Marketing Podcasts: “Growth Everywhere” by Eric Siu
“Masters of Scale” by Reid Hoffman
“Mixergy” by Andrew Warner
Marketing blogs: blog.hubspot.com
moz.com/blog
Book about Channels & Campaigns: Gabriel Weinberg, Traction.
Sven: facebook.com/sven.elze.3
Vio: vio@TangoForge.com

