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Introduction

“The City of Fury™ That is the nickname locals have bestowed on the city of
Buenos Aires. The title comes from a 1988 rock anthem of the same name—a
hit performed by the band Soda Stereo, written by lead vocalist Gustavo Ce-
rati. In the song, the narrator awakes in the evening and spends the night
flying through the streets of Buenos Aires, a place teeming with energy. The
melody and rhythm transmit the beat of the streets still humming in the
early hours of morning; the lyrics reflect the city’s poetry, its spirit of creativ-
ity. In the chorus, you can hear the echoes of nocturnal crowds: a city alive.

The nickname stuck because the song not only conveyed Buenos Aires’s
vibrant energy but also reflected a shared, unsettling sense of struggle. Cera-
ti’s song was written during a period when Buenos Aires and Argentina had
recently emerged from the depths of state terror; the violence of a dictator-
ship had been brought to light. The song was first recorded in a year marked
by record inflation, when the value of the Argentine currency plummeted
daily. Cerati sings of a city that is his but that “belongs to no one”; and as the
sun rises, the narrator collapses. “The City of Fury” expressed entangled feel-
ings of love for the life and ingenuity of Buenos Aires, as well as the fraught
experiences of instability and turmoil.

Cerati was not the first to pair such contrasting feelings about Buenos Ai-
res in song. Long before the golden age of Argentine rock, tangos spoke of a
city that was both thrilling and challenging. The iconic singer Carlos Gardel
crooned an ode to “nocturnal Corrientes Street, its milongas [tango halls], its
night owls, and finer people [. . ] the brilliance of its spectacular lights, dizzy
and grinning; it was there that I lost my youth.” The writer Ernesto Sabato
also wrote of a “frenzy and hardness™ of Buenos Aires in his tango "Al Bue-
nos Aires que se fue” (“The Buenos Aires That Is No More”); the narrator in
that piece looks for relief by walking the city’s quieter streets and flowered
plazas. In songs like these, experiences of love and coming of age in Buenos
Aires’s more quaint neighborhoods contrasted against the lively seductions
of its nightlife downtown and the enthralling cultures of horse racing and
soccer. The songs often included words in lunfardo—a local slang still in use
today that modifies and combines words from Spanish and Italian, as well as
French, English, Guarani, Quechua, Portuguese, Bantu, and other African



languages. They emanated the diverse experiences and origins of the city’s
working and middle classes during many decades of the twentieth century.

The Buenos Aires that appears in these songs bears little resemblance to
the clichéd representation of Buenos Aires as the “Paris of South America.”
This phrase, often used in travel guides, points visitors toward the city’s
majestic domes and turrets, its most elegant cafés, and the many landmarks
built by the wealthy elite at the turn of the twentieth century.

While these spaces are a critical part of Buenos Aires and its history, resi-
dents and visitors who have tried to understand Buenos Aires with any depth
have inevitably had to contend with a more nuanced reality. In fact, the city’s
best-known writers have lamented their inability to neatly convey its multi-
faceted complexity. Julio Cortézar wrote of a city so populated by ideas and
diverse realities that it was impenetrable: Buenos Aires was, he said, “unat-
tainable, enigmatic, impossible; one can't ring every doorbell. [. . .] We have
invented Buenos Aires as friend, as servant, but it rejects us, it belongs to no
one, though we attempted to possess it through love, violence, wanderings,
in the dark poetry of bars and labor.”! Jorge Luis Borges, who returned to
Buenos Aires as a subject time and again, wrote in one of his early poems,
“The city is in me, like a poem that I have not been able to put into words.”?
The writer Victoria Ocampo commented that any Argentine who read those
lines by Borges would feel a sense of recognition and surprise, akin to look-
ing in a mirror.?

How can we ever grasp this elusive Buenos Aires? We see these descrip-
tions as an invitation to view the city as a place with many faces and path-
ways of entry, a home to people with vastly different experiences. We bring
together (and translate into English) texts that reflect a multitude of view-
points and forms of expression, including essays and documents as well as
photographs, letters, comics, articles, poems, songs, manifestos, fiction, in-
terviews, paintings—a vast array of testimonies.

Buenos Aires is revealed here as a city of creativity and arts, one made up
of the aromas of asado (barbecue), the clattering of restaurants crowded with
family and friends; quiet plazas where mate (a shared drink) is passed and
neighbors mingle; soccer stadiums where rowdy fans jump while chanting
canciones de cancha (stadium songs). Yet it is also a city marked by political
upheavals and conflict, the struggles of staggering economic crises, as well
as inequality, deep poverty, diverse middle classes, and ostentatious displays
of wealth. It is both a city of the night and a daytime cauldron, bubbling with
the energies of protestors, graffiti, street art, and commentators of all kinds.
These voices make their demands heard in the street, on the walls, and in the
press—a tradition of entrenched disagreements peppered with moments of
shared joy and celebration.

The Buenos Aires Reader brings together stories and accounts of this city
that might otherwise be inaccessible to English readers. The Reader is built
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around seven themes that we believe are important entry points to under-
stand the uniqueness of Buenos Aires. We chose these themes because they
are significant ways that portefios (the people of Buenos Aires) view them-
selves and because they are topics that writers and residents have repeatedly
returned to as central to the city’s story. They are also common areas of
curiosity and fascination for the city’s many visitors.

In each of its seven parts, the Reader provides an opportunity to take a
deeper look at a theme, as well as to investigate ideas and debates about gen-
der, class, sexuality, race, religion, inequalities, and politics. A short intro-
duction at the beginning of each part offers an overview of the subject and
connects its selections with each other and to the larger picture.

Our hope is that you explore this Reader as you might a city. Although you
can certainly read this book in order, from beginning to end, the introduc-
tions to each part can also be used as a field guide to form your own itinerary
of exploration. By following your own interests and curiosity, you can em-
bark on a personalized journey, deepening your understanding through the
wide array of testimonies and documents.

You might begin by walking the cobblestone streets in the historic down-
town neighborhood of San Telmo or strolling the central square of the Plaza
de Mayo. Part I, “The Living City,” looks closely at how the city built out
from this historic center to become a sprawling metropolis. It invites you to
consider window shopping on Florida Street but also to veer off this typical
tourist circuit and see the eclectic architecture of historic homes in the city’s
many neighborhoods, to enjoy the culture of its plazas and neighborhood
parks.

This part also shows how epidemics impacted the city map and highlighted
the struggles of the most marginalized neighborhoods. It offers tribute to the
city’s history of public transport, including its buses and their eccentric deco-
rations. It illuminates the contrasts of Greater Buenos Aires—a zone beyond
the city borders that features sprawling, luxury gated-community develop-
ments as well as millions of people struggling to get by.

A typical scene downtown, where a crowd of protestors drums, grills, and
waves banners, turns you toward part II, “Taking to the Street,” which tells
the long history of mass celebration, collective action, and protest in Buenos
Aires. It highlights street mobilizations past and present: early festivities in
the plazas, religious and labor rallies, mass gatherings for Peronism, the sol-
emn protest of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo during the dictatorship, pub-
lic demonstrations following the return to democracy, and the performances
and marches of the contemporary feminist movement, among others.

Part I also guides you through streets covered in colorful graffiti, murals,
and banners—and explores the rich tradition behind the millions of people
gathered at the Obelisk monument to celebrate Argentina’s 2022 World Cup
win.
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Part III, “Eating in Buenos Aires,” invites you to rethink the cultures and
roots of Buenos Aires’s food traditions, searching through its legendary café-
lined streets and considering the stories behind the city’s most typical foods.
Drinking mate, for example, brings friends and family together in a social
ritual and a celebration of life. Other selections explore the political action
behind the city’s famous factura pastries, celebrate the city’s emblematic cake
(the dulce de leche-layered chocotorta), or consider the impact of migrations,
class, and gender on how, where, and what portefios eat.

It is impossible to know Buenos Aires without discussing its most pas-
sionate pastime. Part IV, “Hinchas, Cracks, and Potreros in the City of Soccer,”
traces Buenos Aires’s intense love for fiithol (soccer). Local team allegiances
run deep. Encounter the intensity of hinchas (fans) in their poems, songs, sto-
ries, and interviews; discover the sport’s legendary beginnings, historic rival-
ries, and fans’ emotional investment in their neighborhood clubs. This part
also examines soccer’s histories of politics, violence, and exclusion. The sport
has shaped local identities, created icons, and—some have argued—nurtured
a distinctive local style of play.

The city’s many bookstores offer a quiet counter to the rowdy thrill of the
stadium. These cherished spaces reflect Buenos Aires’s reputation as a city
of readers (and writers). Part V, “Reading, Watching, and Listening in Bue-
nos Aires,” delves into the profound and prolific presence of print media: the
city’s publishing industry and its newspapers and magazines; the risks and
collusions connected to printing during times of censorship; and the impor-
tance of film, radio, and television industries in making Buenos Aires a vital
producer of Spanish-language media.

Part VI, “The City at Night,” explores Buenos Aires’s dynamic nightlife
as a space of creativity. The city comes alive long after sunset, spilling over
with new energy. You can enjoy vanguard theater and the sounds of tango,
the city’s most iconic dance. You can consider other realms of the night—the
echoes of rebellion and state repression in Buenos Aires rock, and the persis-
tence of youth cultures despite censorship. The cloak of night was a setting
for violent kidnappings during the 197683 civic-military dictatorship, as well
as enduring LGBTQ+ nightlife in the face of police oppression.

Finally, part VII, “Written Cities,” explores artists’ and writers’ abundant
representations of the city, its people and character. We invite you to consider
how the city has been envisaged through collage, photography, and paint;
and to listen to fervent debates about Buenos Aires’s character from those
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who see it as “middle class,” “cosmopolitan,” “modern,” “fragmented,” “in-

clusive,” and unequal. In the pens of its many writers, we find stories of resis-

tance under authoritarianism and odes to a spirit of resilience and survival.
There are many itineraries that you might take with this Reader. Our hope

is that we have communicated the diversity, energy, and often-inharmonious
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perspectives of Buenos Aires in such a way that readers will be able to appre-
ciate the city’s rich past and present.

Finally, we want to point out two key supplementary texts: first, the very
brief chronological summary of five hundred years of history, located just af-
ter this introduction; and second, “Suggestions for Further Reading,” where
you can find a list of works of scholarship that have shaped The Buenos Aires
Reader, as well as recommended films and fiction that will deepen your expe-
rience of the City of Fury.

Notes

1. From Alicia D’Amico, Sara Facio, and Julio Cortazar, Buenos Aires, Buenos Aires (Buenos
Aires: Sudamericana, 1968), 45—46.

2. Jorge Luis Borges, “Vanilocuencia,” in Fervor de Buenos Aires [poems] (Buenos Aires: Im-
prenta Serantes, 1923).

3. Victoria Ocampo, “Visién de Jorge Luis Borges,” Cuadernos: Revista Mensual, no. 55 (De-
cember 1961): 18.
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