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A Samovar’s Tale

My paternal grandmother arrived in Argentina from Russia with her husband and five children in 1919. As a child, when my family gathered at her apartment, I listened, rapt, to my older cousins speak in hushed tones about the big secret—her marriage as a young girl to her older uncle, with the resulting double last name Borinsky de Borinsky. Whispers, as though her own life were too transgressive for my grandmother to hear about.

That first husband, our grandfather, had died before we were born. To me, he was a Russian in the same unbelievable dimension as Rasputin or Stalin, a ghost of the old country, unable to speak Spanish, inscrutable. Whenever I visited my grandmother, I glimpsed him, tall and dressed in black, in the imposing wedding picture on the wall above her bed, with my grandmother, a mere adolescent in an elaborate lace wedding dress beside him. Yet although I found this portrait fascinating, another artifact was even more compelling to my imagination: a glistening silver samovar.

The samovar sat in the living room atop an oversized mahogany sideboard. Indeed, all the furniture in the modest apartment was too big, bought, perhaps, with the dimensions of my grandparents’ Russian home in mind. I saw it as a testimony to their having been somehow shipwrecked in the city of my birth. The samovar, brought from so far away, had a prestige that I, born in a chance location imposed by history, knew I lacked. Sitting in that living room, listening to the stories of my grandparents’ flight, as Jews who spoke Russian, not Yiddish, and proudly declared themselves among the wealthy minority, who heroically conquered dangers in the woods until finally they boarded the legendary boat that brought them to Buenos Aires, I’d think about the samovar and the experiences it embodied.

When I was a child I imagined parties in fairy tale castles, and my grandmother as a young girl surrounded by toys. Then came the nightmarish scenario of her being snatched away by a bandit who looked exactly like her first husband.

Gradually, I came to see the samovar as a symbol of past wealth, an abstraction that differentiated my father’s family from the rest of immigrant Jews, who were perhaps too poor or, the opposite, too rich and materialistic. The claim of uniqueness through an aristocratic past was, of course, not uncommon, fueled by anxiety over being confused for what they actually were: eager, needy immigrants. At the same time, it all became part of the intimation of the sexuality of another age, of life in closed communities, criss-crossed by family ties in which wives and husbands, though occupying different spaces, might well be related by blood. I felt that Jewish shtetls were simultaneously foreign and familiar, and that the landing of my family in Argentina almost was a change of planet.

How do you flee running through the woods toting young children and a samovar? How do you bring with you the iberbeds, those oversized down comforters that would be handed down to each of the five children at the time of their marriage?

My father was just two years old when he arrived in Buenos Aires. My experience was of a man who spoke only Spanish, loved movies, taught me how to dance tango, and had nothing but jokes about his legacy, imitating Jewish accents and gestures as he parodied that life he never knew. And yet, three times a week after work he was drawn to his mother’s apartment before he came back home to us for dinner. He went for the tea poured from the samovar, the homemade jellies, Russian stories. These visits were a source of tension between my parents. But to my mother’s putdowns of backward Russians, my father responded only with silence, an eloquent shrug.

Perhaps they did not need to flee. Perhaps they had time to prepare for the trip and carefully packed the samovar, sheets, tablecloths, and silverware, everything we saw in my grandmother’s apartment. Or perhaps they did flee and acquired those objects later in Argentina. Who knows? No matter how much my grandmother talked about arriving in Argentina, I knew that it was just a tale. I understood the message of the samovar. It stood silently on the sideboard warning me not to trust her.

Exile, I learned very early on, was about telling a story. The bewilderment of being elsewhere, the enduring incredulity at having left, and the celebration of the new place all needed some heroic originating act. One could not simply show up in the new country. There had to be a why, a when, and a how of getting there. Those were the questions that had to be answered. Not merely who your parents were, the places of your childhood. The answers had clear implications: I know that I do not belong in this place; if I tell you how it happened, you will understand and acknowledge my right to be among you.

My maternal grandfather arrived in Argentina from Poland on his own in 1934 and worked in a furniture factory to earn enough money to send for his wife and children. My mother was the last one to make it out of Poland, in 1936; her mother and one sister were not so lucky, and I grew up hearing their names in special service broadcasts of the Red Cross designed to locate possible survivors. I learned only recently that all the Jews of their town, Slonim, perished.

My grandfather did not bring a samovar; he talked about socialism, against religion, and was a universalist who believed that he had landed in a savage country. He endured Peronism and military coups with the irony of one who knows where the world is heading. Contemptuous of the literal interpretations of the tradition and what he termed superstitions of orthodox Jews he told instead stories of Jewish secular heroes: the musicians, philosophers, artists, and scientists who justified his own existence. He convinced me as a child that Spinoza, Marx, Freud, Trotsky, Kafka, and Einstein were my own passport to understanding how things worked. His way of being a person, of overcoming the humiliating massacre of European Jewry, was to flaunt this extraordinary baggage. Though a woodcarver in a furniture store, he believed himself a true artist and revolutionary as he continued to mount his adolescent rebellion against his father, a rabbi. And I was to be his helper, as a writer and a polyglot philologist. After all, from among his grandchildren he had picked me to write his biography, and presuming that someday I would have to escape from political persecution in Argentina, I would have to learn languages for my own safety.

His stories had the suspense of a cliffhanger, always reaching a climax when, at being questioned by a German, Pole, or Russian, he would respond in a flawless accent, thereby passing as one of them and avoiding violence. He related his stories to me in Yiddish but reproduced the dialogue in the various original languages spoken by the participants in the events. I could sense the menace of interlocutors, the closeness of danger. Great drama. Great theater. I was not blind, though, and I also could see that my grandfather, with his big ears and nose, looked unmistakably like the Jew he was trying to save by feats of pronunciation and grammar. But I also knew he was right in his admonishment: You see? That’s why you’ve got to study and learn; there’s nothing like languages to save your life, open your mind, speed you away from persecution.

The time came when, following a military takeover in Argentina, I did have to leave. His self-aggrandizing stories then became uncannily pertinent. Speaking several languages has made me more versatile, and although I am not working on his biography, I am still trying to tease meaning out of his life as a writer.

As far as my cousins and I could tell, our Russian grandmother never left her apartment whereas my Polish grandfather would go for frequent walks to destinations he liked to keep secret. Whatever they did each day, their experiences outside the circle of close relatives were not part of our conversation. And although they never said so outright, it was clear that both of them were bewildered at having arrived in Buenos Aires with changed names and a new language.

For both sides of my family, the difficult voyage to Argentina was their roots. Nobody spoke of Russian pogroms or the vast Jewish graveyard of Poland, though those were the experiences of their youth. Admittedly, recollections of foods, people, and places would sometimes overcome them, but they quickly brushed them aside, the way one muffles a sneeze or closes a window to prevent a draft.

People who had been on the same boat became shifshvesters and shifbruders, an extended family I came to regard as my own aunts, uncles, and cousins. Some of them had numbers tattooed on their forearms, evident in the summer, on the beach, shiny under tanning oil. They were not exiles but immigrants. They held one-way tickets and developed a nervous allegiance to a country that gave shelter not only to them but also to their enemies, the war criminals who arrived aided by Perón’s government.

My family is not unusual in Argentina. For my parents and their brothers and sisters, Eastern Europeans with varying degrees of hostility toward countries that spat them out and massacred those who stayed on, Buenos Aires remained foreign and suspect. Despite enjoying the city’s cosmopolitan cultural offerings of good food and high fashion, they also acknowledged its brutal tendency toward anti-Semitism with a fatalism born of the circumstances that had landed them there.

We, children of these immigrants, in contrast, were born into a secular, integrated society in constant financial crisis. The overall feeling for this younger generation was that of belonging. We did not regard ourselves as stranded like our forebears or like the numerous Spanish Republicans who year in, year out waited patiently for news of Franco’s death so that they might return to Spain.

It was only when I left Argentina to escape its bloody dictatorships that I experienced for myself the longing that in the past had seemed so quaint in others. I now know what it means to pack one’s bags not for a short stay, but for good, selecting what one will retain of a home that is no longer a shelter but a threat. My indispensable items were in their way perhaps equivalent to the things my Russian grandmother and Polish grandfather brought with them to Argentina: books I could not do without, musical recordings I feared I would be unable to find elsewhere, shoes to weather a climate I had never encountered. As I shared my stories and personal experiences, sitting in apartments in Europe and the United States, with people close to my age, the seesawing emotions toward Argentina that I had witnessed in the immigrants around me became my own.

The long lines at the Italian and Spanish embassies in Buenos Aires after the 2001 collapse of the Argentine economy, made up of the children and grandchildren of immigrants trying to escape economic strife by claiming the right to European nationality, are a commentary on the complexity of the allegiance that the country inspires.

Jorge Luis Borges, the great questioner of geographical and historical certainties, is said to have commented that rather than citizens, Argentina has inhabitants—or better yet, several million people all clamoring for room service at once. Whether he actually said this or not, the observation catches the peculiar nature of a country defined by the idea of travel, with real life as something to be experienced elsewhere. Although immigrants assimilated, working hard and investing emotionally in their adopted country, an air of self-doubt prevailed among my compatriots. Native Argentines looked to Europe for true culture, and transplanted Europeans, while praising the wealth of natural resources now at their disposal, hoped one day to experience again the real thing.

That first departure was for me unlike any other, and even if I now return frequently to an Argentina with a much altered political and social atmosphere, the distance traveled on that first trip remains immeasurably vast.

The word trip falls far short of describing my experience of leaving. Before my departure, I developed an urgent need to locate all of my personal manuscripts and the translations into Spanish I had done of my favorite English and American poets. Yet even once I’d gathered them all together, I realized that I still had to make choices, since there was not enough room in my suitcases for everything. It all resulted in a feeling of loss, accompanied by a sense that, light as I had become, I could go anywhere. This was no trip; it was a change in the very rhythm of my experiences, an exiting from the world of shared memory.

Once I’d arrived abroad, I developed an anxiety about the efficiency of the post office since this was before the era of electronic mail. In the early seventies the Chilean writer José Donoso, admonishing me to write letters more frequently, declared that the post office is a writer’s true homeland, and once I had left Argentina his words rang truer than ever. Now that regular address changes, long-distance friendships, and the weave of foreignness and familiarity have become part of the way I see the world, my notion of a true homeland encompasses that area that Cortázar calls “la zona,” the shared, familiar in-betweenness of many trips.

My anxiety about the post office was somewhat misplaced because I am not a good letter writer. My letters are few and far between, fueled usually either by a momentary enthusiasm or an acute feeling of guilt. The messages I send tend to be oblique, due perhaps to my awareness that they can never take the place of a close hug or a shared cup of coffee.

I have a long-standing fascination with writers and artists who are known in part for their peculiar displacement. A brief list includes, in Paris: Walter Benjamin, exploring his Jewishness in a city he made his own through a fragmented stroll of its arcades; Julio Cortázar, whose uncannily upbeat grave in the Montparnasse cemetery—featuring a statue by Julio Silva, a triumph of an Argentine friendship built in Paris—stands as a de facto resolution to the conflict enunciated in the two part-titles of his novel Hopscotch, “Del lado de aquí” (From here) and “Del lado de allá” (From there);1 and Jean Rhys, itinerant inhabitant of Left Bank hotels that helped her weave the character of the uprooted woman as an aimless poseur and outsider. Buenos Aires, London, towns and cities in the United States and Brazil, became permanently temporary homes to writers such as Vladimir Nabokov, Isaac Bashevis Singer, Witold Gombrowicz, and Clarice Lispector, all of whom provide us with a textured and multivariate sense of distance that exists outside of maps.

This book speaks about foreigners who do not take shelter in nostalgia, ethnic affirmation, and group identity, but who explore the puzzle of cultural transitions through their own experience, as new languages, customs, tastes, sounds, and smells intervene to transform acquired tastes and expectations. It considers the fundamental expression of substance, color, and density of an individual life, and the defining moment when somebody becomes distinguishable from all others.

I have also tried to answer what for me is an unavoidable question: Where and what is my samovar? It is probably embedded somewhere in tango lyrics and in the itineraries that make up the imaginary city of my fiction and poetry. Writing in the United States in English and Spanish, I am a Latina. Publishing in Argentina in Spanish, I am an Argentine living abroad. Everywhere I am a woman. Everywhere Jewish. No longer an exiled student, I am now a mobile writer. As I write these pages in English in Boston, I move in and out of familiar sounds within a conversation not too far, in its relationship to my native language, from those I heard in Spanish in Argentina during my childhood.

How, in this time of instant communication and easy transportation, is one to understand that there are irreversible trips? How do we superimpose the reality of irretrievable time on the predictability of the round-trip ticket? And what about those for whom a round trip would be a nightmare, who are fleeing something they never want to experience again? Once they leave by boat, raft, plane, train, bus, car, or horse, or walk across a border alone or in a group, everything changes.

We would rather refuse the seduction of the samovar in telling our own lives because our hope is to find and speak the truth, without nostalgic embellishments, even though we know that the nature of storytelling itself conspires against such austerity—which is why I shall probably never write a straightforward autobiography. The reflections I offer in this book turn around books, music, films, and television programs that in speaking intimately to me have helped me understand the shape and tone of my own story.

The nineteenth-century novel, whose absence is bemoaned by many, lives on in film, popular television shows, and the literature of travel, self-help, and autobiography. The idea of a character at the center of historical and social events, a person around whom everything revolves and for whom details fall meaningfully into place, still commands our imagination. It suggests coherence, arranges life as a sequence of actions and consequences.

Exiles, immigrants, expatriates, and refugees have frequently organized their experiences to fight their lack of a familiar context. They are either invisible, as in the works of Nina Berberova, or they stand out, as does Pnin in Nabokov’s novel or Jean Rhys’s women in Paris. Blending in is a goal for some, an impossibility for others. Personal accounts or fictional narratives with that kind of situation in mind are reminiscent of the nineteenth-century novel: they give us a person at the center of the story, a protagonist, man or woman, as the measure of all things.

Current interest in biographies and autobiographies reflects our effort to ward off the hollowness of contemporary life. We go to the movies, we scan bookstore shelves, and come into contact with people who have lived their lives with purpose, sometimes playing a decisive social or historical role, aware of them for their heroism or because they are at the heart of a scandal.

In these pages cultural snapshots are signposts for our experience. Each section presents exiles, both real and fictional. Whether these accounts are factual or invented does not matter; the logic of the samovar blurs specific differences, while giving a glimpse of something else, slightly askew, separating newcomers from those around them.

Newcomers need translation. Life is presented again to them (to us) as a de-naturalized exercise, something up for grabs and always risking misunderstanding.

When we arrive in a city for the first time, having left the familiar behind, possibly for good, we benefit from its energy and partake of the possibility of reinventing ourselves. We think here beyond the suntan, the souvenirs, and the museum visits of tourism, so often summarized in mere terms of cultural enrichment, photographs to share with friends back home, a few foreign words that immediately lose their meaning. Living in a new city calls on us to be in a heightened state of alertness. The anonymity of persons in the street, the overlapping of their stories, the fragmented nature of overheard conversations renders an instant sense of theater, a detachment that comes from being unable to understand everything offered to us as we blend into a mass of strangers with faces and customs of their own.

The freedom some of us feel in urban spaces, whether at home or abroad, may very well be illusory, given the present ubiquity of virtual images and the homogeneity of worldwide fashion. The Gap T-shirt worn with a peasant skirt by an Indian woman eating pizza in Buenos Aires strikes us as both dissonant and meaningful.

Is this freedom? Are today’s cities with their invitations to consumerism what we need to foster the kind of collage we may have become?

This book takes us to Buenos Aires, New York, Paris, sites in Poland and Russia. These are places to which I am intimately linked, and yet illusions of self-discovery have startled me more than once as I have revisited them through the lives and works I explore here. How separate are books, films, and art from what we call real experience? Rather than answering the question directly, I have elicited from the gallery of characters and experiences in this book the manner in which differences become blurred. At times, I evoke authors’ lives as they intersect with their works; at others, the autobiographical gives shape, as though I were part of the tale. I have opted for the equivalent of simultaneous translation: each seemingly unique life illuminates another, giving both new meaning.

At the same time, I have tried to configure a kind of photo album in which memory, displacement, contempt, false pride, and self-delusion are all at play. We glimpse cultures clashing and being stifled in the United States, Europe, and Argentina, as the relative and frequently forged uniqueness of ethnic groups is redefined.

I try to bring out inflections, gestures, and poses: the frictions and judgments conveyed by sideway glances and stares directed at or by people defined variously as visitors, intruders, guests, or citizens. These come from books, movies, television shows, and tango lyrics, with high undifferentiated from low, for our experience of estrangement and belonging is intricately woven into every level of culture.

Similarly, the stories assembled here are at once exemplary and idiosyncratic. Often, exiles and immigrants represent themselves as swimming against the flow of a society that increasingly blends differences, even as it seems to celebrate them through the ideology of multiculturalism. Many students of culture, in their search for what it means to be Cuban, Puerto Rican, Asian, or anything else, respond by lauding these individuals as epic characters, while at the same time cloaking them in assumed ethnic attributes, ways of communication, and political allegiances, thereby rendering them invisible. The struggles with language and self-presentation in the works of Oscar Hijuelos and Isaac Bashevis Singer, the conflicts between worlds new and old in Reinaldo Arenas and Vladimir Nabokov, and the attention to dress, manner, and vocabulary in Jean Rhys and Manuel Puig all speak to a sensibility stemming from the tension between the local and the universal, the omnipresence of cultural differences, and the frequent mirages that fictionalize their resolution.

A different danger resides in stories of individuals who become nourished by fictions of singularity and succumb to the perceived prestige of the marginal. Jorge Luis Borges, Julio Cortázar, Alejandra Pizarnik, and Clarice Lispector may be seen as belonging in this register.

By taking the perspective of an exile, of someone who is not at home with any clear-cut definition or univocal perspective but would rather subject herself to the surprises of simultaneous translation, I hope to have avoided either of these traps. The literary snapshots assembled here reveal how going from there to here, being uprooted and either finding or forever missing a place to claim as one’s own, is a mark of contemporary culture. I have not attempted to explain away the puzzlement that so many feel at needing to reinvent themselves in a foreign country. Nor, because exilic perspective is about discontinuity, have I attempted to create a linear narrative. This book embraces the contagion of the nomadic, the unclassifiable, the foreign. Each chapter turns into a different aspect of why and how somebody gets encrypted somewhere.

In spite of tenacious differences, others will join me, I hope in finding aspects of their own trips in these pages, whether they really took off or just dream of a one-way ticket untamed by the round-trip reassurances of tourism and organized travel.


Stranded

The city, its mirages

The architecture of Buenos Aires intrigues some and exasperates others with its mixed styles reminiscent of cities left behind. The French writer and adventurer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who visited Buenos Aires in 1929, was thoroughly put off by its look and by the francophilia that he detected among the porteños he met. His biographer Stacy Schiff reports his view of Buenos Aires: “Every well-bred Argentine thought himself spiritually and culturally a Frenchman, but all her love of France could not make Buenos Aires look like Paris. A house dating from 1890 was considered old; the city’s architecture was a jumble of steel and concrete New York–style skyscrapers, French-inspired hôtels particuliers, and small colonial homes, all piled atop one another.”1 Clearly, Saint-Exupéry did not find that Buenos Aires had enough character to justify the time and peril of getting there. It was all too French, or too would-be French.

Something else must have been playing as well in Saint-Exupéry’s imagination; that something, to quote Borges, was no doubt “that Argentine passion, snobbery.” Even more, Saint-Exupéry’s displeasure likely stemmed from seeing nothing that was typically porteño in Buenos Aires. But what would that be? Buenos Aires often feels like a mirage, since so many spots could be confused with Madrid, Palermo, Paris, London. Buenos Aires architecture is made up of quotations; its itineraries eloquently show the arrivals of different groups with their mixed hopes for belonging and departure, creating a triumphant argument for decontextualization.

The look of Buenos Aires, though distinct, is borrowed. It stems from the city’s enduring myth, tango, a promise of exile enmeshed in the experience of love. You cannot say that you have actually experienced Buenos Aires if you do not have some understanding of tango, with its implied choreography of encounters, disappointments, and passions. That was what was missing from Saint-Exupéry’s experience, which made him blind to the character of a city that pulsated beyond buildings.

The very landscape of Buenos Aires suggests a kind of daydreaming projected by the scattered stylistic allegiances for other places expressed in its architecture. People sitting in cafés and bars and milling about in the street are seen by tango as forever waiting for someone or recovering from someone having left. Buenos Aires is a city of departures and yet it has the capacity to seduce, to make itself be missed; the very skepticism of its roots becomes a unique source of recognition.

Tango is a register for interpretation, a map that decodes the poses of characters in bars, praises certain street corners and neighborhoods, warns of the dangers of downtown glitter, and laments the fate of those banned from honest destinies behind the doors of one-story houses in more humble areas of the city. At the same time, it creates the illusion that life is not lived in vain, because its tales give meaning to resentment and favor mistrust of the wealthy, the collective, and love. Women who come from afar, leave suddenly, or fade away are tango’s way of naming one of its enduring beliefs.

Where did she go?

One classic story of how a man falls for a woman is told in the celebrated tango “Malevaje”: “Te ví pasar tangueando altanera / con un compás tan hondo y sensual / que no fue más que verte y perder / la fe, el coraje y el ansia ‘e luchar” (I saw you pass me by in a tango step / so haughty / so deep / so sensual / that as soon as I saw you / I lost the faith, courage, urge to fight). The male voice is addressing a woman who has mesmerized him. Her sensuality has transformed him: once a swaggering rabble rouser, he started attending mass and abandoned his friends, losing his old way of life. The woman’s magnetism defeats his male posturing and turns him into a lovesick suitor, in a fall from grace. For “Malevaje,” manhood is distinct from love. Being a man means staying with the boys in the rough knife-wielding neighborhoods where only violence wins respect. Yet this woman has managed to turn him inside out. Her body, perfectly attuned to the cadences of tango, promises a path of pleasure, but exclusively for two. No male friends; no visits to mother.

Tango teaches that a seductress, sinuous and entrancing but never quite honest, is always capable of destroying the paradoxical harmony of the violent male world. A man’s success in conquering such a woman is synonymous with the deterioration of his life. In this sense, tango is deeply suspicious of love, or as it so frequently turns out to be, maddening infatuation. “La ingrata,” the ungrateful, undeserving woman, may be a prostitute or adulteress, or she may stay for a while then disappear from her lover’s life, leaving him in debt and ridiculed by the friends he left behind, who warned him of the dangers awaiting him. The lyrics of another classic, “Aquel tapado de armiño” (That ermine coat), tell of the jilted lover with such eloquence as to have kept the composition in tango repertories for decades: “Aquel tapado de armiño / todo forrado en lamé / que tu cuerpito abrigaba / al salir del cabaret. / Cuando pasate a mi lado, / prendida a aquel gigoló / aquel tapado de armiño. / ¡Cuánta pena me causó!”

As the man sees his lover leaving the nightclub on a gigolo’s arm, wearing an ermine coat that he is still paying for, the cost of the coat becomes the measure of his mistake. Now her victim, he recalls the sacrifices he made to buy the coat, even as she dons it for a life that ruins his hopes for the future. The woman in the ermine coat is no lady; she has left him to go out cavorting with sleazy nightclub characters. If the woman in “Malevaje,” viewed with admiring glances as she sashays by on the dance floor, promises an intensity of pleasure that she then betrays by turning her man into a domesticated suitor, the sin of the woman in “Aquel tapado de armiño” is the opposite: she goes from being a humble woman to a milonguera, a desirable woman fond of the nightlife in the tango bars, who turns on her sex appeal after she gets the coveted coat.2

It is not only on the dance floor but also in the streets of the city that the failures of love are inscribed and the mirages of infatuation forged, that glances, seductions, grievances, and betrayals are played out. Whether observing or being observed, the ones telling their story are at the same time telling the story of their the city. Their love is intertwined with their milieu, and walking becomes a rehearsal of false starts and intermittent successes. When they leave or are left, these characters are thrown back onto the streets, their paths now marked by a certain wisdom.

Tango does speak of good women, ones deserving of love and loyalty. Mothers and sick sisters tend to be above reproach. One of the best-known compositions sang by Carlos Gardel, arguably the most celebrated singer in tango history, is entitled “Victoria” and features a man who sings his joy (voicing victory) upon being left by his wife, for he will now be able to see his old friends again and go back to living with his mother (“volver a ver mis amigos / vivir con mama otra vez”). On the whole, though, such loyalty is found only after love has been defeated, and longing continues on, circling around the pain of loneliness.

The preferred locale for the telling of such a story is a table in a bar or café. The lyricist Pascual Contursi wrote the most representative of these compositions, “Mi noche triste” (My sad night): “Percanta que me amuraste / en lo mejor de mi vida, / dejándome el alma herida / y espinas en el corazón, / sabiendo que te quería / que vos eras mi alegría / y mi sueño abrasador, / para mí ya no hay consuelo / y por eso me encurdelo / pa’ olvidarme de tu amor” (Nasty deceitful broad / you left me / in the flower of my life / wounded soul, thorns in my heart / knowing I wanted you / that you were my light and my most passionate dream / no consolation for me now / that’s why I get drunk / hoping to forget your love).

The departure of the “good” woman redefines the space in which the romance took place; longing for her is one with bemoaning the loss of cozy domesticity and the gloominess of his surroundings now that she is gone. The serene harmony of the everyday, rather than anxiety provoked by the milonguera, is the mark of the worthwhile woman—who, however, is inevitably bound to disappoint. While the departure of an object of infatuation is a relief, associated though it may be with moral and financial ruin, the loss of a good woman dampens every aspect of daily life. And so the singer, when he goes to sleep at night, leaves the door open so that she may come back in, and he still brings home the little pastries she used to enjoy, while the bed, he claims, is angry because they are not both there: “De noche cuando me acuesto, / no puedo cerrar la puerta, / porque dejándola abierta / me hago ilusión que volvés. / Siempre llevo bizcochitos / pa’ tomar con matecitos / como si estuvieras vos, / y si vieras la catrera / cómo se pone cabrera / cuando no nos ve a los dos.”

The wealthy are regularly denounced by tango’s populist lyrics. Men and women who dress up in fancy clothes and show off their money and jewels in night clubs, the niños bien and pitucas who abound in the city, are shown to be fakes at best, parasites at worst. The worthy woman of tango, in contrast, is humble in appearance, her qualities distinct from the nocturnal glitter and sexual intensity of pimps and prostitutes. Missing the woman thus also betrays nostalgia for an uncomplicated relationship to reality, one in which money does not play a decisive role.

In tango, appearance helps define the moral profiles of characters, creating a complicity with the listener who shares the singer’s judgments. Thus, the shabby brown coat and hat of the departing María in the composition of that name are emblems of her kindness: “Acaso te llamaras solamente María, / no sé si eras el eco de una vieja canción, / pero hace mucho, mucho fuiste hondamente mía / sobre un paisaje triste, desmayado de amor. / El otoño te trajo, mojando de agonía, / tu sombrerito pobre y el tapado marrón. / Eras como la calle de la melancolía / que llovía … llovía sobre mi corazón.” Perhaps, the singer tells the woman, her name was simply María; she might have been the echo of an old song, but he knows that a long, long time ago she was deeply his. The landscape was sad, rainy; brought in by autumn, María, with her humble clothes, was like the melancholy street raining on the singer’s heart. In this manner, a humble young woman, now gone, is woven into the landscape with the certainty of goodness lost, her aura of moral uplift a result of her attire and the wound she has left forever associated with autumn and the streets in which she first appeared.

Humble women and humble neighborhoods convey the ethical conviction of tango, providing a momentary escape from the betrayals of glitz. It is on those subjects that tango lyrics lose their sharp-edged sarcasm and skepticism, wishing instead for the return of that harmonious state in which love, goodness, and simple pleasures coexist.

Time, however, erases the beauty of youth, thereby validating the misleading nature of all love. As the ubiquitous lament goes, “Y pensar que hace diez años fue mi locura / que llegué hasta la traición por tu hermosura / que esto que hoy es un cascajo fue la triste metedura / donde yo perdí el honor” (And to think that ten years ago I was so crazy about her / that I went as far as betrayal for her beauty / and that which is today an empty shell / was the sad infatuation / for which I threw away my honor). The opposite applies as well, as in Pascual Contursi’s “Flor de fango” (Gutter flower), which tells the story, in lunfardo, of a beautiful girl who at age fourteen succumbs to “las delicias de un gotán” (the indulgences of tango) and leaves her simple but worthy home for the ongoing party. She, like so many women in tango tradition, has been coaxed into believing in love, only to be left alone, old and disillusioned. Tango punishes everybody: men and women are met with old age and decay, and the man suffers the added burden of the loss of his lover’s beauty.

In tango, true distances are measured in terms of time, not space. Something decisive and morally abject resides in the pleasures of the night. Faking one’s origins, dressing up, drinking and dancing, and enjoying fast money are each simultaneously the source and the obstacle to happiness in its lyrics.

She looks so special; where is she from?

The emergence of an urban reality in the first part of the twentieth century brought with it a new mobility for women. They are now increasingly represented on the go: working in offices and factories, selling groceries and knickknacks in markets, tending patients in hospitals, performing in vaudeville shows, circuses, and bars. These women, rather than evoking domesticity and motherhood, are unattached. A story is all the more powerful if it develops the drama of life outside the family. And the glitzier the women, the more attractive and feminine they become. The famous Ziegfeld Follies of the 1930s, with its assemblages of feathered, smiling chorus girls, not only suggested the gaiety of nightlife but also served as a register for the spaces emerging in the city.

The great female stars of Hollywood’s golden age had an aura of remoteness that set them apart from everyday domesticity. Women with mysterious big eyes and distant expressions suggestive of tantalizing pasts beckoned one to imagine exciting possibilities.

Greta Garbo did not expect to gain success in the United States; as she wrote in a letter in 1926, “They don’t have a type like me out here, so if I can’t learn how to act, they’ll soon tire of me.” How wrong she was. The romance of distance was becoming alive in Hollywood, and her otherworldliness made her desirable beyond any specific role. Garbo was notorious for taking walks on the beach in Santa Monica, dressed in the trench coat and floppy hat that would become her signature. She did not want to be photographed smiling; her moody appearance of concentrating on an idea that was beyond the public’s grasp was part of her aura.

If a certain apathy, an unwillingness to engage those around, was key to Garbo’s magnetism, elegance, and intensity, the opposite, an illusion of direct contact, became a factor in Dolores del Río’s fame, even before she had an important picture to her credit. Born in Mexico, she had big eyes and a penetrating gaze that were ideal for silent movies. In 1926, she was honored by the Western Association of Motion Picture Advertisers as a “baby star.” Two years later she had achieved full-fledged star status for the silent films What Price Glory?, Resurrection, and Ramona.

Dolores del Río was portrayed as a partygoer, with her long evening dresses, matching fur stoles, and expensive jewelry. She enhanced her self-presentation by mixing Mexican ethnic styles, ruffles, bracelets, and geometric designs and prints with Parisian touches. The public found Dolores del Río’s style, a glittering presence that suggested love and drama, fascinating, and it became an integral part of her persona.

And then there was Marlene Dietrich, whose life exceeded the roles she played in films. Extremely conscious of her appearance and the power of photography, she cross-dressed, as in the famous tuxedo shot, or wore ultrafeminine clothes that accentuated her slim body and long legs. When she came to Hollywood in 1930, she was thought of as competition for Garbo, but she soon took her career on a different path. Garbo and Dietrich, with their exotic accents, stilted presences, and air of androgyny, introduced the romance of distance and daring into their images. In real life, they transgressed sexual bounds as well, Dietrich with her bisexuality, Garbo by participating in the Hollywood lesbian scene. In a Vanity Fair photo spread that featured the pair, they were dubbed “Members of the Same Club.”3 Dietrich took freedom, insolence, arrogance, and courage a step farther when she sided against her native Germany during the war, actively opposing Nazism.

Claudette Colbert had a lighter touch. Born in France and raised in New York from the age of seven, she bore the imprint of her French upbringing. A friend said of her, “Claudette was more French than the French; she ran a French house, served only French food, and she had the natural clothes sense so typical of a French woman.”4 Colbert’s style was muted and tailored, as she remained faithful to an image of France she had been fed from afar. The results had the precision and neatness of a fabrication.

Colbert worked both in films and on Broadway and managed to have a long career almost without changing her looks, unlike Joan Crawford, who transformed herself over the years with amazing success. Colbert’s appeal was more understated than anybody else’s because it had to do with her interpretation of a French natural style. It is widely known that she was prone to taking apart one of the seemingly simple suits that she frequently wore if she did not like a button or a detail in the lining. Colbert’s image was not about sex but about briskness and access to the daily look of a hypothetical and minimalist Paris.

These actresses personified the idea of the immigrant or, in the case of Dietrich, the exile as a source of fascination and glamour. They used their foreignness to lure American imaginations out of ordinariness into a world open to the possibilities of fiction and the uncertainties of distance. I am my own story, said their faces in photos and on the screen. American-born actors and actresses, too, cultivated a sense of otherness by developing a special look, like Joan Crawford and Ava Gardner. And directors capitalized on their appeal by starring them in double roles as both actresses and personalities.

The goal was not to be naturalized into the everyday. Glamour shots of celebrities stepping out of limousines into crowds of fans were part of the show; they moved the public to imagine a less mundane, more exciting life. Buying a ticket to the movies meant going on a trip afforded by the stars.

Today, the sensibility is different: a feeling of proximity and familiarity rather than remoteness and foreignness is the goal. Clothes are now a mainstream identity card, and the look is not to have a special look. Celebrities are photographed in shorts and running shoes more often than in evening wear. Even the outrageous attires of some popular music idols are designed to be replicated and worn by others. Television has brought home what used to be a special experience, and in so doing it has redefined our relationship to the screen. The public that watches reality shows is not interested in aloof glamour. Julia Roberts, the pretty woman, could be anybody when not in a movie—or so promises her pose. It is as though as travel became easier, distance ceased to have appeal. The great female stars of the past affected a pose that was removed from the everyday. They would have certainly been out of place in a den or a living room once television, the great normalizer, taught us how to stay home, body and mind.

Never go back:
Eva Perón and leaving one’s class behind

Besides filling screens and magazines, the faces of Hollywood provided inspiration for newspaper coverage of political figures. Growing up in Argentina, I witnessed, even before I went to school, how the enduring myth of Eva Perón was being forged through staged photo opportunities.5 She combined glamour and publicity to pioneer the kind of self-styling so prevalent today as politics merges with popular culture to shape public opinion.

Eva came to Buenos Aires from a small provincial town at the age of fifteen determined to make it in the big city. She immediately went about reinventing herself: she took lessons on how to speak properly, began articulating sounds in a different way, and had a change of appearance. Hers was a triumphant makeover that took place in front of the entire country, and there was the added promise that anybody could undertake the same voyage, breaking away from oppressive origins to enjoy the plentiful resources of a new, more equitable order.

Eva’s opponents among the traditional upper classes of Argentina responded to her with the same contempt they had for tango. She was the fallen woman of tango: rather than staying poor and industrious, she made herself up, dressed in clothes she should have never been able to afford, and flaunted herself in the media. For them, Eva’s cult was an insolent expression of the lower classes, vulgar and immoral. Her partisans—su pueblo, sus descamisados—in contrast, saw her as a saint and thanked her for the charm she showered on them through her deeds and personal appearances. They revered her for escaping poverty and turning her resentments into a powerful weapon, in a social transformation that changed Argentina forever. The glamour of Hollywood and the sinful glitter of tango came together in Eva’s pose with an intensity that endured for years after her death.

Peronists saw themselves as representing the “true Argentina” against the snobbery and elitism of the upper classes. Their enemies, however, pointed to their links with fascist ideology and Nazism—which, among other things, allowed for a good number of war criminals to find shelter in Argentina with government support. In 1945, leftist and conservatives formed a coalition against Perón under the name La Unión Democrática. They were roundly defeated, however, in a campaign that spoke of the downtrodden, the new Argentina, and its national roots.

The mirages of national identity were fully in place: those who thought of themselves as universalist antifascists were portrayed as enemies of patriotic Argentines. Eva, poor and born out of wedlock in a lost town, an internal immigrant become diva who admitted her origins even as she masked them in speech and appearance, was to become an emblem of the national soul.

Argentina, a country of immigrants, would have to grapple with the demagoguery of nationalism, on the one hand, and a provincial cosmopolitan opposition, on the other, for years to come as it tried, with variable success, to achieve a certain sense of itself beyond the questionable cachet of being the most European of Latin American countries.

Here’s your one-way ticket: The white slave trade

Tango took up decontextualized women as one of its favorite subjects. Its lyrics are fascinated by those who deny their class origins even as they punish luxury and flashiness. Singing about abandonment, the fleeting nature of youth, the vagaries of love, it frequently refers to women who came by boat to Argentina to work as prostitutes. The interest in distance and other customs, the curiosity about the exotic, became focused on the francesita or franchucha: the petite French woman whose ubiquity in tango lyrics is testimony to the hold that Paris once had on Argentine sensibilities. It was not, then, only the architecture that should have reminded Saint-Exupéry of Paris when he visited Buenos Aires, but a darker, intimate universe as well.

In Le chemin de Buenos Aires, published in Paris in 1927, the journalist Albert Londres details his investigation of the booming white slave trade of the 1920s. French pimps, known as maquereaux, discovered that it was highly profitable to export young women to Argentina. Poverty and lack of alternatives seem to have been the lot of these young women, who entered the profession with varying degrees of awareness. Typically, a pimp had a woman he called his wife; a prostitute he put in charge of the others, who were his capital. The investment in each woman was a one-way ticket on the boat, plus clothing and food.

At times, things got out of hand: women might become violent, moody, or unwilling to work for a particular pimp. At that point, they were sold or exchanged. Two pimps would get together and arrange a financial deal, normally based on the original investment and expectation of future earnings. The nature of the deal was not always communicated to the women involved. In one case, according to Londres, one pimp encouraged another to seduce his prostitute so that she would think she was the one doing the abandoning.

For the French women coming to Argentina, the process was not without romantic ups and downs. Their relationship to the pimps involved abnegation, passion, and continuity. Working hard was a proof of love. Tango refers time and again not only to romantic betrayals, but also to the peculiar kind of gratitude owed to the prostitute with a heart of gold.

Because they were picked when very young, the women’s memories of home were of poverty in a place impossibly far away. Occasionally, a relative in France would get suspicious of money a young woman sent home and decide to investigate. It would not take long to recognize the business in which she was involved. Londres recounts the case of one such relative who, after considerable effort and with Londres’s help, succeeded in contacting the young woman and pleaded with her to return to France, having even arranged for her repatriation. The woman, however, wanted to be left alone; she had changed too much and had no desire to return to her previous way of life.6

Foreign women were endowed by Hollywood with enduring mystery, an exoticism born out of their displacement from their country of origin. In tango, the drama of suffering and longing is frequently linked to opera and works of literature. Comparisons are drawn with women of ill repute, such as the title character of the opera Manon, the heroine of the Dumas play and Greta Garbo film Margarita Gautier, and the princesa of the exoticist poem Sonatina by the nineteenth-century Nicaraguan poet Rubén Darío, as though the departure from home were confirmation of a previous destiny already inscribed in culture.

Foreign prostitutes—women from Russia, Hungary, and Poland—arrived in Argentina as early as the 1870s, brought by men from their homelands. The port was a major instigator of prostitution, of course, with sailors asking upon arrival to be taken to certain neighborhoods or nearby towns where they would be fairly sure to find pupilas.

Policies regarding the practice of prostitution have varied since the early part of the twentieth century. Open brothels and street solicitation gave way to houses with pupilas. Cabarets, nightclubs, and theater acts sprang up in the capital and elsewhere in the country. One bizarre event was a tango contest held in the Hospital de Clinicas, a teaching hospital in Buenos Aires, in which medical students danced in the nude with prostitutes and skeletons.

Although prostitutes in Argentina were of many nationalities, when tango names a foreign woman, she tends to be French. The journey from Paris to Buenos Aires is a favorite subject for tango. Several compositions tell of the longing felt by those who are stranded in Paris, unable to return to the homeland (a theme that became popularized from the male exile’s point of view by the movies of Carlos Gardel, whose renditions of “Mi Buenos Aires querido” (My beloved Buenos Aires) and “Anclao en París” (Stuck in Paris) continue to define the distance between Montmartre and the Latin Quarter in Paris, and Corrientes Avenue in Buenos Aires.

Enrique Cadícamo, perhaps the most prolific tango poet, portrays the destiny of a character known as Madam Ivonne: “Han pasao diez años que zarpó de Francia / Mamausel Ivonne es hoy sólo Madam, / la que al ver que todo quedó en la distancia / con ojos muy tristes bebe su champán. / Ya no es la papusa del Barrio Latino, ya no es la mistonga florcita de lis, / Ya nada le queda … ni aquel argentino / que entre tango y mate la alzó de París.” Ivonne, ten years after having left France, has gone from being called Mademoiselle Ivonne to just Madam; she is depicted sipping champagne and looking sadly into the distance, no longer the pride of the Latin Quarter, with nothing left, not even the Argentine who, between mates and tangos, swept her away from Paris. Ivonne, a victim of love, joins the parade of the seduced and abandoned in Buenos Aires, another figure in the gallery of characters that tango offers to define life in the city.

“What does she want? Where is she going?” (¿Qué pretende? ¿Adónde va?) asks the male voice in Homero Expósito’s Margo, about a French woman who returns to Paris, only to realize she no longer can call that city home and so comes back again to Buenos Aires, disillusioned and without hope, of love or anything else: “París / era oscura y cantaba su tango feliz, / sin pensar, ¡pobrecita! … que el viejo París / se alimenta con el breve / fin brutal de una magnolia / entre la nieve. / Después, / otra vez Buenos Aires / y Margo otra vez sin amor y sin fe.” Margo, like so many women sung by tango, suffers from a wound that cannot be healed. The very trigger of love’s entanglements inevitably betrays the one who is entrapped.

Going back is always a mistake, because time is punishing. Tango tells us to examine the faces and the clothes of those we see in the streets of the city, looking for pride and defeat, in order to recognize those who have been or about to leave. Their names do not matter; their stories are woven through and repeated in other faces in those same streets. Although the details may change—the princess in Rubén Darío’s poem Sonatina, for example, whose mysterious sadness is presented against the backdrop of royalty, has given way by the 1920s and 1930s to the gallery of prostitutes, thieves, and losers of novelist Robert Arlt (and the tangos of Contursi)—the myth of distance exists throughout Buenos Aires neighborhoods.

The repertoire of early female tango singers, notably Rosita Quiroga, contained a number of compositions—of which “Maula” is one of the better known—that disparaged a male lover who did not live up to his obligations. But it is the white slave trade of the first part of the century that gives tango its themes of a woman’s lost hope and her ambivalent relationship to the night (the latter a subject of jazz in the United States as well). On the one hand, the night provides an opportunity for celebration and self-invention; on the other, it represents a departure from one’s origins and the uncertainties of uncommitted love.

Tango says that the distance between hope and fulfillment is unbridgeable. Stranded in the city, men and women exist neither here nor there, whether they have abandoned their neighborhood, a simpler way of life, or come from far away.
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