LECTURES

The Argentine Writer and Tradition

1 ; e i
would like to €xpress and justify certain skeptical propositions concerniig

gltzg r::)b:;mgiiﬁthe Argenfine writer and tradition. My skepticism is not e
very eXiste; I cu.lty Or impossibility of resolving the problem, but to 1§
thetic g ink we are faced with a rhetorical theme, suitableorp
o ration, rather than a true cerebral difficulty; it is, to my mind, &
PeBe?n s Sln'lu.lacmm, a pseudo-problem.
0 SOh(l)trif)nsmmmuI o g it, I would like to consider its standard exprwﬂ"‘“
and presents ;tself start with a solution that has become almost'msmlﬂl"e
that the it l:mhom ber.leﬁt of any rationale: the one which affirms
sequently, the lex§ e mfdlﬁ(m already exists in gauchesco poetry. (0%
should enlighten t}clo m, techniques, and subject matter of gauchesco PO:Z
Perhaps an arch, v contfm_lpor‘“y writer, and are a point of departure
son I intend to o Thxs s the most common solution, and for that &
e €Xamine it at some length.
tines POSSels)sn;pc(l)as:s(: ®y Lugones in EI Ppayador; there we read that weAfK:
us what the Hop, € Poem, Martin Fierro, and that this poem should be
tradict this op; s Poems were for the Greeks. It seems difficult t0 €
pivion without detriment to Martin Fierro. 1 believe th
Ost lasting work we Argentines have written; [ ls0 be-
SOmetimes been sgig, gy, g W Cannot take Martin Fierro to be;

Pears to be almost a plagipyge

Rojas studies th. but is quite shrewd.

casubi, Estanig} ddm‘)fthegauchescos—thepoeﬁy"fm

and José Herndndez—and finds its origin®

s i
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the poetry of the rural improvisational singers known as ol et
the spontaneous poetry of the gauchos themselves. He points out that the
meter of this popular poetry is octosyllabic, the same meter used by the au;
thors of gauchesco poetry, and he concludes by considering the poetry 0!
the gauchescos to be a continuation or magnification of the poetry .
payadores. .

I suspect that this claim is based on a serious mistake; we might s 98
ita clever mistake, for it is clear that Rojas, in order to give popuma,]mmoint::
the poetry of the gauchescos, which begins with Hidal.go - of
with Hernandez, presents it as a continuation or derivation of the pom
the gauchos; therefore Bartolomé Hidalgo is not the Howen oG pRHD
as Mitre said, but only a link in the sequence.

Ricardo Rojas makes a payador of Hidalgo;
the same Historjia dela literaI;ura argentina, this suppofed payadorbm
composing lines of eleven syllables, a meter that is by its ""”f na::';ﬁ did
1 payadores, who do not perceive its harmony, j ust ” Spmgardhso im-
not perceive the harmony of the hendecasyllabic line when
ported it from Italy. of

There is, to my mind, a fundamental difference gt of
the gauchos and gauchesco poetry. One need only Compmp:zm, to become
Popular poetry with Martin Fierro, Paulino Lucero, ot Fhe and in the intent
aware of this difference, which exists equally in t.he len“t:e outskirts of the
of the poets. The popular poets of the countryside and PR e
City versify general themes: the pain of love and abmgauchaw poets, on
and they do so in a lexicon that is equally generak d‘ctha! the popular po-
the contrary, cultivate a deliberately popular language of the popular poets
€ts do not even attempt. I do not mean that the ldlb‘:m in it results
s a correct Spanish, I mean that whatever may there is a quest for
from ignorance. In the gauchesco poets, on the Con?:’;;is: a o, 4
Native words, a profusion of local color. mn:dr:roﬂmd the poems of the
Mexican, or a Spaniard can immedi in order to reach even .
Payadores—the gauchos—but needs 2 S‘W: apo or Ascasubi-
approximate understanding of Estanislao del poetrys which hﬂﬁ

All of this can be abbreviated as followS: & © © e i) a5 any other
Produced—I hasten to repeat: . :
literary genre. The first gauchesco %W“m ¥
Hidalgo, attempt to present themselves it ik them with @ gouchio [Beoss-
ﬁOn.Noﬂﬁngco\ﬂdbeWm popule sty

nevertheless, according to
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people—and I have observed this not only among the payadores of the
countryside, but also in the neighborhoods of Buenos Aires—do so in the
conviction that they are engaging in something important; therefore they
instinctively reject popular words and seek out high-sounding words and
turns of phrase. In all likelihood, gauchesco poetry has influenced the
payadores by now, so that they, too, abound in Argentinisms, but initially
this was not the case, and we have evidence of that (evidence no one has
noted) in Martin Fierro.

Martin Fierro is written in a gauchesco-accented Spanish, and for a long
while the poem does not allow us to forget that the person singing it i§2
gaucho; it abounds in comparisons taken from life in the grasslands; and
yet there is a famous passage in which the author forgets this concern with
local color and writes in a general Spanish, speaking not of vernacular sub-
jects but of great, abstract subjects: time, space, the sea, the night. [am
ferring to the payada, the improvised musical face-off between M‘“‘“
Fierro and El Moreno that occupies the end of the second part. It isaﬁff
Hernéndez himself had wished to demonstrate the difference between I
gauchesco poetry and the genuine poetry of the gauchos. When the w0
gauchos, Fierro and E] Moreno, start singing, they forget all gﬂud‘m ‘&‘
taﬁ(.m and address philosophical issues. T have been able to corrobomef“
it l{stening to payadores in the surroundings of Buenos Aires; they e
the idea of versifying in street slang, in orillero and lunfardo, and try &
press themselves correctly. Of course they fail, but their aim is t0 m‘.hof
Z:ltry something high, something distinguished, we might say ith ¢

.

The idea that Argentine poetry must abound in Argentine M
.ts and in Argentine local color seems to me to be a mistake. If We
Whlfh book is more Argentine, Martin Fierro or the sonnets in La ‘m‘,b’
Enx'{que Baf“?hsy there is no reason to say that the former is more Argent™
It will be Sm.d that in Banchs’ La urna there are neither Argentine
nor Argentine topography nor Argentine botany nor Argentine 20018"
nevertheless, there are other specifically Argentine conditions in L4 4™

I can recall two lines of La urna that seem to have been Wﬂwa

g:x?:l:r " Prevent anyone from saying that this is an Argentine book;
e

the

El sol en los tejados
¥ en las ventanas brilla. Ruisefiores
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[The sun glints on the tiled roofs/and on the windows. Nightingales/
mean to say they are in love.]

A denunciation of “the sun glints on the tiled roofs aI-ld o0 the win-
dows” seems inevitable here. Enrique Banchs wrote these ?mes in a house
on the edge of Buenos Aires, and on the edges of Buenos Aires there are pe
tiled roofs, there are flat, terrace roofs; “nightingales mean o say they a;‘d‘:
love”; the nightingale is not so much a real bird as a bird Of llte.mmre’.o the
Greek and Germanic tradition. Nevertheless, I would maintain e : b
use of these conventional images, in these incongruous meilm,s Ar-
nightingales, although neither the architecture nor the.ormththosy'fact i
gentine, there is the Argentine reserve, the Argentine renm_‘“; f: sosies
Banchs, in speaking of a great sorrow that overwhelmed him, 0 e
who left him and left the world empty for him, makcs‘ " Ot: tnntnw-
foreign imagery such as tiled roofs and nightingales, 15 Sl-smﬁsisniﬁcant of
cant of a reserve, wariness, and reticence that are Argentine,
the difficulty we have in confiding, in being intimate. |

Furthermore, I do not know if it needs to be said that the try that pro-
erature must define itself by the differential traits of the oou,l,:ust seek out
duces it is a relatively new one, and the ides: that wntﬂ's without going
subjects local to their countries is also new and arbitrary: any-
back any further, I think Racine would not have begun to ‘;xt for having
one who would deny him his right to the title ot Mdlwould have been
sought out Greek and Latin subjects. I think % and if any-
astonished if anyone had tried to limit him to Wﬁght to write Hamiet,
one had told him that, as an Englishman, he had no Scottish theme. The /|
with its Scandinavian subject matter, OF Macheth, o8 :;ull that nationalists §
Argentine cult of local color is a recent Eurof @
should reject as a foreign import. tion of the way in which ’

A few days ago,ldiscoveredamﬁ"“sfonﬁrmm Jocal color; 1 found
what is truly native can and often does WWWWW | 4
this confirmation in Gibbon's Decline and Fall o the Koran, there are 10 |/
Observes that in the Arab book par “mﬂwwd ]
Camels; | believe that if there were ever any that it is Arab. It was |
the Koran, this lack ofcamdsw"‘ld“ﬁapm B e e © |
wﬁ“mbYMohammcd.andMW” were, :
know that camels were particul: mwmvﬁtﬂ*mmma}
l’eality, and he had no mm@m“i,mm&tm i
forgcr,a tourist, ormwmw ; :
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whole caravans of camels on every page; but Mohammed, as an Arab, was
unconcerned; he knew he could be Arab without camels. I believe that we
Argentines can be like Mohammed; we can believe in the possibility of be-
ing Argentine without abounding in local color.

Permit me to confide something, just a small thing. For many years, in
books now fortunately forgotten, I tried to compose the flavor, the essence,
of the outskirts of Buenos Aires; naturally I abounded in local words such
as cuchilleros, milonga, tapia, and others, and in such manner I wrote those
forgettable and forgotten books; then, about a year ago, I wrote a story
called “Death and the Compass,” which is a kind of nightmare, a nightmare
in which elements of Buenos Aires appear, deformed by the horror of the
nightmare; and in that story, when I think of the Paseo Col6n, I call it Rue
de Toulon; when I think of the quintas of Adrogué, I call them Tristele
Roy; after the story was published, my friends told me that at last they had
found the flavor of the outskirts of Buenos Aires in my writing. Precisey
because I had not abandoned myself to the dream, I was able to achieve, a
ter so many years, what I once sought in vain.

N?w I wish to speak of a justly illustrious work that the nationalists
often invoke. I refer to Don Segundo Sombra by Giiiraldes. The nationdiﬂf
tell us that Don Segundo Sombra is the characteristic national book; but if
We compare Don Segundo Sombra to the works of the gauchesco traditio®
the first things we note are differences. Don Segundo Sombra abounds in?
type of metaphor that has nothing to do with the speech of the co :
and. everything to do with the metaphors of the Montmartre salons of the!
p?nc-)d.,As for the plot, the story, it is easy to discern the influence

Kipling’s Kim, which is set in India and was, in its turn, written undef
lnﬂu'ence of Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, the epic of the Mississippi-
t’;’l:kc‘::g:ﬂs Obsefvation, I do not wish to devalue Don Segundo Somb"‘o:
o nef:: ary, Ifmsh‘t‘o emphasize that in order for us to have this e
lons of hcfss:ym e peietic w08 be-
e and the work of Kipling, which he had read many years
S ichis to say that Kipling and Mark Twain and the metaphors "f."’;
r e necessary to this Argentine book, to this book which
epclat, m})‘ less Argentine for having accepted those influences.
Wish to note another contradiction: the nationalists pretend t0 ”“

ate thy fas i i
& th:t“‘,’““““ of the Argentine mind but wish to limit the poetic &%

of -
peak and ranches and not of the universe.

toafcwhumblcloalthemes,asifwe&smmﬁé
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and that tradition is the

which we Argentine writers must avail ourselves, .
of course, a bit less nar-

literature of Spain. This second piece of advice is, 2
row than the first, but it also tends to restrict us; many Ob".:cm g
made to it, but two will suffice. The first is this: Argentine hmwry'mdis-m-
equivocally be defined as a desire to move away from Syt 8 apwxﬂed!mm of
tancing from Spain. The second objection is that, among Us, " i
Spanish literature, a pleasure I personally share in, is sually anmn
taste; I have often loaned French and English works to peopk -
particular literary erudition, and those books were en)oy-ed read Span-
without effort. However, when I have suggested that my joy in
ish books, I have found that these books were difficult for M&?ﬂ
the absence of special training; I therefore believe i ﬁ testimony
illustrious Argentine writers write like Spaniards is not wmmhtym it

10 some inherited capacity as it is evidence ofArg.enﬂne. and m

I now arrive at a third opinion on Argentin€ Mme. This is the| |
one that I read not long ago and that greatly astonﬂ::t there has been
Opinion that we Argentines are cut off from the o to this sin-
some sort of rupture between ourselves and B of creation; 0ur
gular point of view, we Argentines are as ifin thc ﬁm M‘m |
search for European subject matters and techniques B:nmtﬁ‘m 1
We must understand that we are essentially aloné; o : ‘
European,

This opinion strikes me as unfounded. I
accept it: such a declaration of our solitude, 0ur
tive character has, like existentialism, the charms feel
May accept this opinion because, having don€ 5 ©_ Nevertheless
10 be alone, disconsolate, and in some Wa¥ .
observed that in our country, precisely
Strong feeling for time. Everything i
Matic events there in recent years, has sesnilid
8ven individual was on the side of Fran<0 &

itisa

the cause of very serious disputes - b ,
Pen if we were detached from WN gl
m&ditdecplquditismmﬁw
Very close to us, in chronology and i the
tt‘°C!\nlwau's,thewmof
dmmsquitenut. ‘
What is Argentine tra
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problem and can easily be answered. I believe that our tradition is the whole
of Western culture, and I also believe that we have a right to this tradition,:
greater right than that which the inhabitants of one Western nation orar-
other may have. Here I remember an essay by Thorstein Veblen, the North
American sociologist, on the intellectual preeminence of Jews in Western
culture. He wonders if this preeminence authorizes us to posit an innatt
Jewish superiority and answers that it does not; he says that Jews are prom-
nent in Western culture because they act within that culture and at the sam¢
iWﬂl always be easier for a Jew than for a non-Jew to make innovationsit
Western culture. We can say the same of the Irish in English culture. Where
the Irish are concerned, we have no reason to suppose that the pl'Of‘-‘f’i"’“‘_’f
Irish names in British literature and philosophy is due to any social P“a,m’
nence, because many of these illustrious Irishmen (Shaw, Berkeley, Swif)
were the descendants of Englishmen, men with no Celtic blood; neverthe
less, the fact of feeling themselves to be Irish, to be different, was enough®
e.nable them to make innovations in English culture. I believe that A"
tines, and South Americans in general, are in an analogous situation; **
. take on all the European subjects, take them on without supest™
tion and with an irreverence that can have, and already has had, fortur
consequences, .
This does not mean that all Argentine experiments are equally o]
ous; I believe that this problem of the Argentine and tradition is si s :
;lllltemporary and fleeting version of the eternal problem of determinis™
..M OINg to touch this table with one of my hands, and I ask m*
hwm Itouch it with the left hand or the right?” and I touch it with the rg
thand’ - determi.nists will say that I could not have done otherwis¢
it the “_’h"le Prior history of the universe forced me to touch the
*ith my right hand, and that touching it with my left hand would have
a miracle. Yet if | haq touched it with my left hand, they would have told ¢
the same thing: that [ wag forced to touch it with that hand. The samf“"
ubjects and techniques. Everything we Argentine the
belong to Argentine tradition, in the same way that

use of Italian subjects belon, L the work
. d through
of Chaucer ang Shake gs to the tradition of Englan

i Peare.
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make his work a tool for propaganda, and nevertheless, at the.end :;1 his ‘ilnff
he had to confess that the true essence of a writer’s worl‘:il;t u\iho thilc
known by that writer; and he remembered t'he .case i air;st mankind
writing Gulliver’s Travels wanted to raise an mdlctm.em = are the
and instead left behind a children’s book. Plato said that po::sw in-
amanuenses of a god who moves them agains.t their will, again
tentions, as the magnet moves a series of iron ru.lgs. + believe that the

Therefore I repeat that we must not be affa_ld; we . ot confine our-
universe is our birthright and try out every SUble-Ct; i Ca:: either it is our
selves to what is Argentine in order to be Afgenme:cmcabe Argentine what-
inevitable destiny to be Argentine, in which case_We g
ever we do, or being Argentine is a mere affectation, 2 dream called artistic

I believe that if we lose ourselves in the voluntary
Creation, we will be Argentine and we vkl e
writers.

[1951]

German Literature in the Age of Bach

In De Quincey’s famous essay on murder conﬂd“::ok’ written by 2 Dutch
there is a reference to a book about Iceland. That in English lterature 3nd
Waveler, has a chapter which has become famotfsl 4“On the Snakes in Ice-
Was mentioned by Chesterton. It is a chapter €55 of a single sentence:
land” and it is brief and to the point, as it O :
“Snakes in Iceland; there aren’t any.” . 2 description of German W
The task that I will undertake today 15 3 ¢ ,“w@”:z
ture in the age of Bach. After some “r jterature in the age ;
the author o% that book on Iceland 3{“1 oy alack “:
there wasm’t any.” But such brevity smh_s et an era that proce of
vility. Moreover, it would be unjust, as it poH many fables in wx&
Many didactic poems in imitation OfPO:;W To this we m4Y &
La Fontaine, so many epics in imitation MM e litera-
literary societies that flourished in @ trulY that is absent from """

Polemics that were launched with 2 passion T hedonistic.
: st e s e
that of pleasure, which is &CM el
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