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In Russia and Argentina modernism arrived well before the advent of 

socioeconomic modernization, and found societies with restricted civil liberties, only 

nascent middle classes, and virtually non-existent public spheres. Despite these factors, 

within a span of some fifty years, Petersburg and Buenos Aires turned into vibrant 

literary capitals rivaling London, New York, and Paris as centers of literary modernism.   

This dissertation offers a new understanding of the period by exposing the critical role of 

publishers and cultural patrons in this extraordinary cultural advancement.   I argue that 

they were able to reformulate their countries’ historically ambivalent positions vis-à-vis 

Western European civilization by working closely with avant-garde literary groups and 
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promoting their literary works that combined sometimes contending, sometimes 

complementary cosmopolitanism and nationalism.   

 My analysis of the interrelated processes of the development of print culture, 

national identity, and the literary public sphere in Russia and Argentina is informed by 

Benedict Anderson’s thinking about nationalism and print culture, Pierre Bourdieu’s 

treatment of publishers as key participants in cultural production, and the concept of the 

public sphere as seen by Jürgen Habermas.  Close reading of select literary works of the 

1920s shows that Russian and Argentine “peripheral” experiences, once transformed into 

artistic creation, became consonant with cultural practices of international modernism 

precisely because they combined both cosmopolitan and nationalist tendencies.  Each of 

the writers considered—Jorge Luis Borges, Roberto Arlt, Veniamin Kaverin, and 

Konstantin Fedin—was able to formulate highly original and yet unmistakably national 

response to modernity.  Following the writers’ trajectories from early literary experiments 

to the works of the late 1920s, when they renounced their youthful deviations and joined 

the literary (and sometimes even political) establishment, I show how these literary texts 

renegotiated the issues of national identity by reworking diverse and often “foreign” 

literary traditions into authentically Russian and Argentine prose.   
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Introduction 

 
Similarly to années folles (1920-1929) in France, Goldene Zwanziger (1924-

1929) in Germany, and the Roaring Twenties in the United States, the 1920s in Russia 

and Argentina entered history as a decade of unprecedented artistic experimentation and 

innovation.  Its lasting legacy in art, music, theater, and literature inspired much of 

artistic achievements throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries both 

domestically and internationally.  Featuring a proliferation of literary groups and 

journals, vibrant theatrical life, frequent exhibits showcasing the latest achievements in 

national and international art, and intense debates over the destiny of national culture, the 

decade of the 1920s forcefully established Petersburg1 and Buenos Aires as modern 

capitals of the literary world, rivaling Paris, Berlin, and New York. 

Given the fact that a mere fifty years prior to that Russia and Argentina had 

societies with restricted civil liberties, only nascent middle classes, and virtually non-

existent public spheres, how do we account for this unprecedented transformation from 

backward societies to the centers of cultural modernity?  Who or what was behind the 

countries’ powerful entrance into the modernist république mondiale des lettres2?  What 

makes Argentine and Russian “peripheral” experiences, once translated into artistic 

                                                 
1 Since Petersburg has changed its name several times throughout its history—from St. Petersburg to 
Petrograd to Leningrad and back to St. Petersburg, not even counting its various popular nicknames—I 
follow traditional use of the name “Petersburg” as a timeless constant in Russian culture.  On the place of 
Petersburg in Russian culture, see Vladimir Toporov’s fundamental essay “Петербург и ‘Петербургский 
текст русской литературы’” (1971) (“Petersburg and ‘The Petersburg Text of Russian Literature’”) and 
Katerina Clark’s Petersburg, Crucible of Cultural Revolution (1995). 
2 I use Pascale Casanova’s term since it effectively captures the essence of world literary space “as a history 
and as a geography” (4), and also as an international republic of rivalry, inequality, and struggle among its 
constituents, or national literatures. 
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creation, universal and consonant with international practices of cultural modernity?  To 

answer these questions, I propose to examine the relations between print culture, national 

identity, and the literary public sphere in 1920s Russia and Argentina.  The synchronous 

pattern of sociocultural development in both countries further proves that this type of 

comparative analysis would be fruitful.  In both countries, cultural processes unfolded as 

alternating phases of cosmopolitanism and openness toward Western and non-Western 

cultural models, mostly under the rule of liberal governments, and subsequent reactionary 

“withdrawals” characterized by wariness of foreign influences and renewed interest in the 

nationalist ideologies.  As I intend to show in the following chapters, the peak phase of 

cultural activity during the third decade of the twentieth century in Russia and Argentina 

was the result of the efforts of littérateurs and publishers who envisioned their national 

cultures not as a reaction to the West, but as an alternative view based on chosen qualities 

of their cultures and languages.  Using a two-pronged approach to the topic—the 

sociohistorical study of the literary public spheres and textual analysis of the select 

literary production of the period—I hope to prove that Russian and Argentine ability to 

absorb the best achievements in other cultures and transform them into the foundation for 

authentic national cultures as a dominant cultural practice of the 1920s served as a 

foundation to the literary successes of the decade. 

In Argentina and Russia, the literary public spheres became primary spaces for 

contentious debates about cultural practices that would best capture the essence of 

national “character.”  From the earliest attempts to formulate their national identities, 

both Russia and Argentina engaged in intense dialogue with Western European 
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civilization, constantly revisiting and reformulating their positions vis-à-vis the “center” 

in a gamut of attitudes ranging from full acceptance and reverent emulation to complete 

rejection and condemnation as spiritually bankrupt.  The striking similarities in the 

patterns of Russian and Argentine sociohistorical development are all the more 

remarkable given the fact that Russia has never experienced the direct political and 

financial burdens of colonization as did Argentina.  Although itself an empire and one of 

the major players in the political arena of the nineteenth century, Russia did engage in the 

processes of conscious cultural borrowing and translation because of its long-standing 

aesthetic orientation toward Germany, England, and especially France as cultural, 

scientific, and political models.  Importantly, the same countries served as cultural and 

political inspiration for Argentina as well, especially before and immediately after the 

declaration of independence from Spain in 1816.3  Until 1890, when formal diplomatic 

relations between Argentina and Russia were established, one can only speak of parallel, 

however similar, development of these two countries.4  It was only in the early twentieth 

century that mutual awareness and interest between Russia and Argentina engaged in a 

cultural and political dialogue.5  

The heyday of the Russian and Argentine avant-garde movements, spanning a 

decade from 1921 to 1930, was framed by a series of cultural and political events 

significant for both the literary avant-garde and independent book publishers in Russia 

                                                 
3 Argentina’s dependence on British loans for modernization and the development of its infrastructure and 
the catastrophic consequences of that dependence for Argentina’s financial stability added yet more 
complexity to the already multifaceted processes of national self-definition. 
4 Russia’s imperial ambitions in South America did not stretch beyond Brazil. 
5 Characterized by distinct aura of exoticism, Argentina and Russia’s acquaintance was often mediated by 
French language and literature.  The first published works of Russian classics in Argentina were translated 
from French, and, for example, tango craze in Russia was inspired by the dance’s popularity in Paris. 



 

 4  

and Argentina.  The year 1921 is considered by some critics a turning point in the history 

of Argentine literature: Borges’ return from Europe and introduction of ultraísmo 

symbolically inaugurated the Argentine vanguardia.6  In Russia, the return of free trade 

(New Economic Policy, or NEP) in the same year enabled the opening or re-opening of 

dozens of publishing houses.  In both countries, the fervent cultural activity of the 

twenties faded by 1930.  The financial crisis of 1929 dealt a heavy blow to the Argentine 

economy, and, subsequently, to literary life and the publishing industry; in political life, 

the 1930 coup restored the old Conservative oligarchy to power, putting an end to the 

liberal presidency of the democratically-elected Hipólito Yrigoyen.  In Russia, the 

Communist Party tightened its control over the production and distribution of printed 

materials on all levels by the end of the NEP period in 1929.  In 1930, the establishment 

of two new Soviet organizations, a Press Committee under the Council of People’s 

Commissars, designed to coordinate publishing activities, and the Union of State 

Publishing Houses (OGIZ), led to the virtual disappearance of private publishing houses 

by 1931.7   

The scope of this project calls for an interdisciplinary approach that would 

incorporate methods of comparative literary analysis, book history, and social studies.  

Even though there exists an impressive body of excellent critical studies on print culture, 

nationalism, and the public sphere as separate themes, all three concepts have not been 

                                                 
6 In her book Twentieth-Century Spanish American Fiction, Naomi Lindstrom points out the fact that in 
Argentina there has been interest in avant-gardism even prior to 1921 (63). 
7 In 1934, the last co-operative publisher, ‘Sever’ (North), which had inherited the business of the 
Sabashnikovs, was closed (Dinerstein 73). 
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brought coherently together in the context of alternative, or peripheral, modernities.  The 

undying academic interest in the issues of nationalism has contributed a number of 

foundational studies that set parameters for the analysis of the narratives of nationhood in 

both Western and non-Western contexts.  Most notably, Benedict Anderson’s Imagined 

Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983), Eric 

Hobsbawm’s Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (1990), 

and Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism (1993) question the phenomenon in its 

cultural and literary manifestations.  Argentine and Russian nationalisms have 

traditionally attracted much scholarly attention, but it is ground-breaking studies like 

Nicolas Shumway’s The Invention of Argentina (1993) and James H. Billington’s Russia 

in Search for Itself (2004) that provide particularly insightful analysis of identity 

formation through multifaceted examination of state-sponsored nation-building projects, 

popular artistic responses, and refined literary works.8    

Mary Louise Pratt’s Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (1992) 

and Andrew Feenberg’s Alternative Modernity: The Technical Turn in Philosophy and 

Social Theory (1995) suggest productive ways of conceptualizing the peripheral, or 

alternative, experience of modernity in non-Western European countries as a process of 

mutual influence and productive transculturation between the “periphery” and culturally 

dominant center, or Western Europe.  Taking these theoretical elaborations further, 

studies like Eleni Kefala’s Peripheral (Post) Modernity: The Syncretist Aesthetics of 

Borges, Piglia, Kalokyris and Kyriakidis (2007) and essays in the collection Alternative 

                                                 
8 Christopher Ely’s This Meager Nature: Landscape and National Identity in Imperial Russia (2002) offers 
a novel look at the formation of national identity in relation to landscape. 
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Modernity (2001), tackle the complex processes of hybridization from both literary and 

socio-historical points of view. 

Given the current surge in interest in cultural history, it is not surprising that more 

and more literary studies draw on a variety of textual resources and methods to explain 

far-reaching significance of specific cultural phenomenon.  The growing field of print 

culture studies is one such example.  Technically falling under the umbrella of book 

history, the field has already produced numerous illuminating studies of Western print 

culture.9  However, many of these theories do not apply well to non-European patterns of 

book production and consumption, including those of Argentina and Russia.  For 

example, Elizabeth Eisenstein in Printing Press as an Agent of Change (1979) works on 

the assumption that the development of print culture followed the same “Western 

European” trajectory everywhere, and subsequently fails to account for “peripheral” 

complexities outside of Western Europe.  Like Eisenstein’s inquiry, Robert Darnton’s 

studies of European, especially French, publishing history, is predicated upon the basic 

condition of profitability of the publishing enterprise, which was not necessarily the case 

with Spanish American and Russian literary spheres.  Even if hopelessly Eurocentric, 

Darnton’s article “What Is the History of Books” (1982) does offer a useful way of 

analyzing the printed book’s life cycle as 

 communications circuit that runs from the author to the publisher (if the 
bookseller does not assume that role), the printer, the shipper, the bookseller, and 
the reader. The reader completes the circuit, because he influences the author both 
before and after the act of composition… Book history concerns each phase of 

                                                 
9 Janice Radway, Adrian Johns, Elizabeth Eisenstein, and Robert Darnton are among the first scholars 
whose work continues to define the field. 
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this process and the process as a whole, in all its variations over space and time 
and in all its relations with other systems, economic, social, political, and cultural, 
in the surrounding environment. (68) 

 
However, the sporadic development of the Argentine and Russian publishing 

industry and resulting incompleteness of publishers’ business documentation, 

correspondence with writers, and other material evidence present significant challenges 

for the type of analysis proposed by Darnton.  In addition, as Gary Marker made evident 

in his authoritative monograph, Publishing, Printing, and the Origins of Intellectual Life 

in Russia, 1700-1800 (1985), neither Darnton’s nor Eisenstein’s models are adequate to 

the Russian case since “technological determinism is not a useful general model for 

understanding Russian printing” (8).  Furthermore, unlike Russian publishers, “Swiss and 

French publishers, after all, were economically sensitive to the market for literature, and 

they had the means, experience, and contacts that allowed them to mobilize their presses, 

capital, and writers for profit maximization” (Marker 13).  Other, more recent studies, 

remarkably Paul Delany’s Literature, Money and the Market: From Trollope to Amis 

(2002) and Pascale Casanova’s La république mondiale des letters (1999), also 

emphasize the market-driven nature of cultural processes as they focus “on the author as 

one whose drive for economic self-assertion has to engage with the external constraints of 

the literary marketplace” (Delany 6). The same observations could be applied to print 

culture in Argentina: lacking in material resources and cultural capital, it could not turn 
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into a profitable enterprise until the second half of the nineteenth century, at which point 

there indeed appeared some parallels with Western Europe.10   

On the other hand, with the rare exception of studies like Stephen Lovell’s The 

Russian Reading Revolution: Print Culture in the Soviet and Post-Soviet Eras (2002) and 

Luis Alberto Romero’s Libros baratos y cultura de los sectores populares: Buenos Aires 

en la entreguerra (1986), studies that focus on Russian and Argentine cultural life during 

the 1920s tend to miss the crucial importance of publishing enterprises for the formation 

of the national literature.  For instance, well-known accounts of Russian modernism, like 

Victor Erlich’s Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in Transition (1994) and 

Stephen C. Hutchings’ Russian Modernism: the Transfiguration of the Everyday (1997) 

and insightful analyses of Spanish American avant-garde movements like Beatriz Sarlo’s 

Una modernidad periférica (1988), Vicky Unruh’s Latin American Vanguards (1994), 

and Néstor García Canclini’s Culturas híbridas (1995), emphasize the work of individual 

writers and often overlook the critical role of publishers and literary groups in the 

construction of the literary public spheres and in the active formation of national 

narratives.   

My dissertation aims to fill these critical lacunae by demonstrating how 

publishers’ and patrons’ participation in cultural life of Russia and Argentina shaped their 

                                                 
10 Economic causality seems to prevail in recent studies of the publishing enterprises in the United States as 
well.  Catherine Turner’s Marketing Modernism between the Two World Wars (2003) presents a brilliant 
analysis of marketing techniques built “on the assumptions about what publishers and authors believed 
would lead audiences to want to buy these texts” (8).  In her re-examination of the categories of profane 
mass production and sacred ‘art for art’s sake,’ Turner emphasizes compromises that were caused by “the 
complicated position of publishers who both wanted to lead audiences in the United States to modernism 
and who wanted to help modern writers to occupy a position within the marketplace” (8-9).  Argentine and 
Russian publishers of the 1920s assumed a similar double mission as many of them saw themselves as 
educators and patrons of new talents. 
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literary public spheres and led to a proliferation of avant-garde literary groups and 

formulations of national literatures.  During the 1920s, in both countries prominent 

writers and publishers with personal connections, wealth, or favorable position with the 

government enjoyed almost exclusive access to book and journal publishing, jobs in 

translation and journalism, and other opportunities in the world of letters.  It is from this 

advantageous position that they could then provide access to those opportunities and 

secure funding for their protégé groups and individual writers, thus influencing the 

development of national literature.  To illustrate these processes, I analyze the networks 

that connected the Petersburg-based circle of twelve young Russian writers, known as 

Серапионовы братья (the Serapion Brothers, or Brotherhood), and two Argentine 

literary groups, Florida and Boedo (often collectively referred to as the martinfierristas), 

with the established literary figures and publishers in their respective countries. 

I argue that driven by the desire to increase national literary prestige and educate 

their readers to a greater extent than their European colleagues, progressive publishers in 

Russia and Argentina historically played a critical role in maintaining the space for 

debates on national identity throughout the nineteenth century and especially during the 

first third of the twentieth century.  Their privileged position within the structures of 

cultural patronage and dependency, inherited from the nineteenth century, allowed them 

to influence both the tastes of expanding readership and the development of national 

literature.  Russian and Argentine publishers and established writers (“patrons”) used 

their cultural capital to promote and legitimize the work of the young avant-garde writers, 

thus playing a central role in the extraordinary cultural developments of the decade.   
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It is important to note that while Western European literary scenes featured high 

degrees of professionalization among writers and publishers starting as early as the 

eighteenth century, Argentine and Russian littérateurs frequently exhibited extraordinary 

professional versatility and a “fluid identity” like that of the seventeenth-century British 

publisher/bookseller who played “the roles of socialite, friend, ally, entrepreneur, and 

even spy” (Johns 37).  The often confusing terminology used to describe various 

professions within the Argentine and Russian publishing industry throughout the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is indicative of two important trends: incomplete 

differentiation of professions owing to the nascent state of publishing, on the one hand, 

and the division of the same function among two or three people, on the other.  This led 

to interchangeability of terms tipograf (printer), redaktor (editor, or redactor), and 

izdatel’ (publisher) in Russia and conflation of several professions in one term editor 

(editor and publisher) and occasional interchangeability of editor (publisher) and 

impresor (printer) in Spanish America.   Moreover, the typical professional trajectories of 

the time (bookseller to publisher, printer to publisher, and litterateur to publisher) led to 

further imprecision in definitions.  It was only toward the end of the 1920s that greater 

professionalization of the literary public spheres in Argentina and Russia allowed for 

clearer separation of occupations in the publishing industry.  Importantly, in both 

countries the tendency to combine a writing career with work in the book publishing 

industry has remained a salient feature of the national literary spheres throughout the 

twentieth century.  Suffice it to mention Gorky in Russia and Ricardo Rojas in Argentina 
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as two publishers who were primarily writers, patrons of young literary talents, and 

influential thinkers in their respective countries. 

 This unique pattern of literary professionalization replaced the obsolete institute 

of private patronage of literature and arts and allowed littérateurs to support themselves 

and to develop a professional network of literary functionaries who controled access to 

publishing outlets, writing contests and commissions, and other resources.  Thanks to 

these littérateurs and publishers, a significant group of lower-income readers who had 

not previously participated in cultural production gained access to the latest in social and 

political thought, and experimental art and literature, creating a new intelligentsia in both 

countries.  I choose to focus specifically on the book publishing industry instead of 

journal publishing because the former offers a lasting manifestation of the existence of 

literary capital in a given country and, especially in the countries of limited literary 

resources, serves as a primary legitimizing and sanctifying agency for new books.  Even 

though during the 1920s literary journals played an important role in the dissemination of 

new ideas and in the formation of the tastes and preferences of the reading public, I only 

discuss them briefly as outlets for position statements and other documents pertaining to 

the topic of my dissertation.  

 

The history of secular print culture in its relation to the ideas of nationhood in 

Argentina and Russia from the late eighteenth century to the first decade of the twentieth 

century forms the core of Chapter One.  Triggered by the development of secular 

publishing in the late eighteenth century and dissemination of the ideas of European 



 

 12  

Enlightenment in the early nineteenth century, the new historical awareness urged 

Russians and Argentines to articulate their national and cultural identity in a rapidly 

changing modern world.  New forms of sociability and increased openness toward the 

West in Russia and Argentina of the nineteenth century gave impulse to the emergence of 

the public sphere as the domain in which thoughts and opinions are widely disseminated 

and freely exchanged.  Building upon Jürgen Habermas’ conceptual understanding of the 

public sphere, I carefully apply this notion to Russian and Argentine peripheral 

modernities, taking into account the countries’ economic underdevelopment, political 

backwardness, and overall low literacy rates as compared to Western European countries 

until the late decades of the nineteenth century.  A striking feature of sociopolitical 

processes of both countries—the alternating phases of cultural openness and tolerance 

followed by periods of insularity and stagnation—predictably influenced the structure of 

the public sphere in Argentina and Russia.11   

Petersburg and Buenos Aires, as cosmopolitan capitals and “eccentric cities” 

(Yuri Lotman), became natural sites for the emergence of the peripheral modernity of the 

late nineteenth century.  The associated dramatic cultural and political transformations 

gave rise to “the modernism of underdevelopment,” which “is forced to be shrill, uncouth 

and inchoate” (Berman 231) in order to reflect the reality that generated it.  As literacy 

rates drastically increased as a result of literacy campaigns in both countries, the demand 

for fiction and non-fiction by foreign and native writers soared, prompting Russian and 

                                                 
11 I will focus only on Habermas’s earlier work The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (1962, English translation 1989), leaving aside his later 
theoretical revisions of the concept in question. 
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Argentine publishers to put forth affordable editions that reached previously bypassed 

social groups.  Greater availability of foreign literature in translation and domestic 

literary production, the abundance of literary magazines, and the organization of various 

lectures, performances, and literary evenings open to the general public signaled the full 

arrival of modernity in both countries.  The analysis of Argentine and Russian forms of 

sociability and publishing initiatives in relation to the contemporaneous modernizing and 

nation-building projects promises to offer a new perspective on the formation of national 

identity in these countries.   

While the first chapter reconstructs and analyzes the sociohistorical conditions 

that prepared the arrival of modernity, Chapter Two focuses on the cultural and political 

debates around the issues of national identity, which intensified during the first third of 

the twentieth century.  Even though Argentina did face social and political unrest, its 

scale and significance for the society was much lesser when compared to the profound 

transformations experienced by Russia before and after its 1917 Bolshevik revolution.  

Despite this and other differences,12 the intellectuals in both countries strove to articulate 

the changing concepts of Russianness and Argentineness with similar urgency.  The 

conflicting ideologies of cosmopolitanism and cultural nationalism in Russia and 

Argentina affected all cultural institutions, especially the publishing industry, and led to 

the emergence of new, synthetic and hybridized concepts of national identity.  The 

analysis of the split among the avant-garde groups’ members along the same ideological 

                                                 
12 For example, the unprecedented influx of European immigrants into Argentina was not matched by 
similar events in Russia.  In fact, the reverse was true: Russia suffered several waves of emigration in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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lines—cosmopolitan against inward-looking orientation—promises to yield important 

insights into the emerging conceptions of national literature in both countries. 

Chapter Two opens with the definition of alternative modernity and its specific 

qualities in Russia and Argentina during the first three decades of the twentieth century. 

Building on the preceding discussion of cosmopolitan and nationalist tendencies in the 

cultural politics of both countries, I show how Herder’s concepts of Kulturauftrag, or a 

nation’s cultural mission, and Volksgeist, national spirit, gained new interpretation and 

inspired the promotion of national literature through both book publishing and periodical 

press in both countries.  Argentine and Russian publishers and cultural patrons were 

inspired by the same ambition to educate and uplift the populace through exposure to the 

best works in foreign and domestic literature.  Consequently, the interactions between 

them and their audiences became a two-way process, in which they 

respond[ed] to the new public, which they [were] producing at the same time, 
providing it with literature that is responsible from the moral point of view, useful 
for its pedagogical value, and accessible both intellectually and economically. 
(Sarlo 1988 18) 
 

Chapter Three examines literary responses to the alternative modernity through 

textual analysis of the works by Jorge Luis Borges and Roberto Arlt in Argentina and 

Veniamin Kaverin and Konstantin Fedin in Russia.  The first part of the chapter looks 

into the avant-garde groups’ involvement with the literary establishment, specifically 

through the publishing enterprises and literary competitions of the time.  My examination 

of the circuits that connected apparently apolitical, independent literary groups, 

publishers, and the literary and political establishment in Russia and Argentina focuses 
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on the roles of Leopoldo Lugones and Ricardo Güiraldes in Argentina and Maxim Gorky 

in Russia in the early careers of the would-be internationally renowned martinfierristas 

and Serapion Brothers, respectively.  I show the young writers’ gradual integration into 

their national literary systems over the second half of the 1920s, opening up a discussion 

of the role of the intellectuals in ushering in anti-democratic regimes.  In the second part 

of the chapter, I approach chosen narratives as case studies of cultural translation that 

promise to reveal the complex intertwining of outward, cosmopolitan tendencies with 

inward, nationalist leanings.  Following the writers’ trajectory from early literary 

experiments to the works of the late 1920s, when they renounced their youthful 

‘deviations’ and joined the literary (and sometimes even political) establishment, I show 

how these literary works renegotiated the issues of national identity by reworking diverse 

and often “foreign” literary traditions into original and unmistakably Russian and 

Argentine texts.   

In the Conclusion, I return to the specifics of the formation of the literary public 

spheres in the context of alternative modernities and briefly outline the effects of the 

changing cultural and political situation in both countries in the late 1920s for the 

Serapions and martinfierristas.  After giving the summary of my findings chapter by 

chapter, I close my dissertation with an outline of avenues for future research and its 

contribution to the field of comparative literature.   

Throughout the dissertation, I am using the standard Library of Congress 

transliteration for Russian, with the exception of last names that have been traditionally 
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spelled differently, like Gorky and Trotsky.  Unless otherwise noted, translations from 

Spanish and Russian into English are mine. 
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Chapter One: Toward the Literary Public Sphere 

Автор творит, но не он, а книгопродавец делает известными свету его 
творения.  Таким образом, книгопродавец – настоящий двигатель 

литературы, душа, желудок. 
(Николай Некрасов.  “Книжный магазин”) 

 
The author creates, but it is the bookseller who makes his creation known  

to the world.  Therefore, the bookseller is the real motor of literature,  
its soul and its stomach.     

(Nikolai Nekrasov.  “The Book Store”) 
 

The spread of print culture in Argentina and Russia followed strikingly similar 

paths.  Initially inhibited by tight State and Church control, very low literacy rates, and 

the lack of material resources, the publishing industry developed in spurts of hurried 

growth during the periods of the countries’ cultural and political openness, 

cosmopolitanism, and international ambition.  Since literary life in both countries was so 

dependent upon political climate, to the extent that during the decades of authoritarian 

rule literary production reduced to a trickle, Russia and Argentina could not produce full-

fledged literary public spheres until the last decades of the nineteenth century, when the 

improved material conditions, political stability, relative freedom of expression, and 

cultural capital amassed in the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries allowed 

for a qualitative shift in the structure of the field of cultural production. 

Nikolai Nekrasov’s humorous representation of the bookseller’s role in the 

literary life of the nineteenth-century Russia as its motor, soul, and stomach, however 

exaggerated, hints at the critical role that booksellers and publishers played in fostering 

intellectual life of the period.  Both in Russia and Argentina, intellectuals, booksellers, 
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and publishers worked to overcome the sociopolitical and material limitations so as to 

disseminate knowledge and thus construct and maintain the venues for free public 

discourse in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which, in turn, paved the way for the 

flourishing of the literary public sphere at the beginning of the twentieth century.   

In order to understand how the spread of print culture in Russia and Argentina 

fostered the development of the literary public sphere, we will first look at the brief 

history of print culture in both countries and then examine the unique conditions offered 

by Petersburg and Buenos Aires as cosmopolitan capitals, which allowed them to house 

these cultural developments.  In the third part of this chapter, I analyze the 

interconnectedness between the formation of the literary public sphere and emergence of 

innovative publishing ventures in both countries in the second half of the nineteenth 

century.   

 
The invention of the printing press is almost universally considered a key event in 

the fifteenth century that had major repercussions for the development of human culture   

for centuries to follow.   Given as much significance as the discovery of the New World, 

Gutenberg’s invention indeed altered “the appearance and state of the whole world,” to 

borrow Francis Bacon’s famous dictum.13  However, the consequences for each 

individual country varied greatly both in form and content, as well as period of impact, 

depending on its proximity to the center of the “explosion,” Germany, or more broadly, 

                                                 
13 Schottenloher brings the two events together by stressing their epistemological nature: “Both events, the 
discovery of the art of printing and the discovery of America, belong fatefully together.  Deeply impinging 
on human development, they stand on the threshold of two ages, the Middle Ages and the modern period” 
(74-75). 
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Western Europe.  Reaching non-European countries decades later, the “printing 

revolution” occurred there in different, yet recognizable patterns.  The history of printed 

books in both Russia and Spanish America began with the European imports of 

devotional texts.  In 1491 the German Sweipolt Fiol, who assumed the Slavic name of 

Swiatopolk, printed the first books in the Cyrillic alphabet in Poland, and exported them 

to several Slavic countries, including Russia.14  Only in 1563, more than a century after 

Gutenberg invented the printing press, was the first official printing office, Печатный 

двор (The Printing Court), established in Moscow to serve the purposes of state and 

church.15   Its limited use, restricted almost exclusively to devotional works, which 

amounted to 95 percent of all printed books in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in 

Russia (Marker 19), reflects two important features of Russian society in the highly 

centralized monarchy of Ivan IV (the Terrible): the virtual absence of communication 

between the government and the population, and the separate existence of popular 

culture, as evidenced by wide circulation of song sheets, fables, prayer books, and 

religious poetry reproduced by woodblock printing and hand copying.  With the 

exception of clergy and some nobility, the Russian population was mostly illiterate. 

In Spanish America, ecclesiastical printed materials were introduced as a part of 

the colonial agenda of Spanish monarchs by Augustinians, Jesuits, Dominicans, 

Franciscans, and members of other religious orders.  However, it soon became evident 

                                                 
14 For a detailed account of Fiol’s printing activities see Aleksander Sokolyszyn’s article  “Sweipolt Fiol: 
The First Slavic Printer of Cyrillic Characters” American Slavic and East European Review.  Vol. 18, No. 
1, (Feb. 1959), pp. 88-94. 
15 Books published in the previous decade were from unidentified (so-called ‘anonymous’) printing houses.  
The fate of the first official printing press, associated with the printers Ivan Fedorov and Petr Mstislavets, is 
telling in the context of Ivan the Terrible’s contradictory rule: a year after its establishment, Ivan allowed 
the mob to destroy the printing press and force the printers into exile (Billington 100). 
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that bilingual editions of devotional literature were necessary for the successful religious 

conversion of the indigenous population.16  At the request of Juan de Zumárraga, Bishop 

of Mexico, the Spanish authorities sent a printing press to the Spanish colonies between 

1535 and 1537.  The first book published in Mexico was Breve y más compendiosa 

doctrina Christiana en lengua mexicana y castellana (1539) (Greer Johnson 5).  Another 

Italian printer, Antonio Ricardo, set up a printing press in Lima, its first book being a 

catechism in three languages in 1584. Before the establishment of the Inquisition in 

Mexico City (1571) and Lima (1570), which became the single authority on the matters 

of censorship in colonial Spanish America, the appropriateness of printed materials was 

evaluated by both religious and civil agencies.17  The first printing presses in Spanish 

America were mostly used by the church to disseminate ecclesiastical literature, and the 

few secular works included law books and textbooks for the newly established 

universities.  

 Very few books were printed outside Mexico City and Lima until the eighteenth 

century, since the vastness of the Spanish colonies and the rigid structure of colonial 

society hindered the development of print culture.  Félix de Ugarteche traces the 

inception of Argentine printing to the year 1700, when the first printing press was 

assembled in Asunción, then a part of the viceroyalty of Peru.  After the destruction of 

the Buenos Aires outpost in 1537, the Spaniards established the area’s first permanent 

                                                 
16 For a succint overview of the early print history in Spanish America, see Antonio Rodríguez-
Buckingham’s article “Change and the printing press in sixteenth-century Spanish America” in Agent of 
Change: Print Culture Studies after Elizabeth L. Eisenstein. 
17 A strict censorship of books (no book could be published in either Spain or the colonies without the 
approval of the Royal Council) and the harsh punishment (torture, imprisonment, and even death) in case of 
disobedience limited the spread of new doctrines in colonial society. 
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settlement in Asunción.  Father Antonio Ruiz de Montoya, a Jesuit leader of the 

reducciones, or Guaraní communal villages, authored a number of books in Guaraní, 

including Catecismo en la lengua guarani (1640), and Arte y bocabulario de la lengua 

guarani (1640) (sic).  Since there was no printing press in the reducciones, manuscripts 

were initially sent to printing houses in Spain.  The missionaries soon became frustrated 

with the Spanish editions’ garbled Guaraní, so they requested that a printing press be sent 

from Spain.  After several failed attempts to obtain a printing press, Fathers Juan Baptista 

Neumann and José Serrano, with the help of the local population, built the first Argentine 

printing press in 1700.  In the nineteenth century, the Argentine president and the creator 

of the official history of the country, Bartolomé Mitre, described the event in celebratory 

terms as a victory of civilization over barbarism, an opposition that marks much of the 

Argentine national imagination: 

La aparición de la imprenta en el Río de la Plata es un caso singular en la historia 
de la tipografía después del invento de Gutenberg.  No fué importada: fué una 
creación original.  Nació o renació en medio de las selvas vírgenes, como una 
Minerva indígena armada de todas sus piezas, con tipos de su fabricación, 
manejados por indios salvajes recientemente reducidos a la vida civilizada, con 
nuevos signos fonéticos de su invención, hablando una lengua desconocida en el 
viejo mundo, y un misterio envuelve su principio y su fin. (Ensayos Históricos 
188-219)  

 The appearance of the printing press in the Río de la Plata region was a singular 
case in the history of typography since Gutenberg’s invention.  It was not 
imported; it was an original creation.  It was born or reborn in the middle of the 
virgin selva, like an indigenous Minerva armed with all her parts, with types of 
her production, operated by the savage Indians recently reduced to the civilized 
life, with the phonetic signs of her invention, speaking a language unknown in the 
Old World, and a mystery shrouds its origins and its end. 
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Proudly hailed as an authentic creation, yet described in markedly Eurocentric 

terms as an “indigenous Minerva,” the first printing press indeed served to produce 

typically hybridized materials that reflected the essence of cultural colonialism in the 

continent.   Its first product, a Catholic treatise Martirologio romano (1700), was written 

by the Jesuit Juan Baptista Neumann and translated into Guaraní by José Serrano.  Even 

though the first books were printed in various locations, historians now agree that the 

Jesuits had just one printing press and moved it from mission to mission until 1747 

(Greer Johnson 74-77; Torre Revello 121).  By 1758, a printing press was shipped to 

Córdoba, where it started functioning under the auspices of the University of San Ignacio 

in 1764 after the arrival of the printer, the German Jesuit Pablo Karrer (Thompson 59).  

Three years later, however, the Jesuits were expelled from the Spanish colonies and their 

possessions, including the printing presses, were confiscated. 

In 1778 the viceroyalty acquired permanent status with the appointment of the 

Viceroy Juan José de Vértiz y Salcedo; the same year the decree authorized “free trade” 

between Buenos Aires and Spain and intercolonial trade became a step toward the 

region’s liberation from the rule of Lima.  The process was concluded in 1783 when a 

royal audiencia was established in Buenos Aires.  The prosperity of the region, partly due 

to the inclusion of Upper Peru and the redirection of the flow of silver from Lima to 

Buenos Aires, gave an impulse to the development of print culture in the region.  On the 

orders of the new viceroy, a printing press was sent from Córdoba to Buenos Aires in 

1779 where it became known as the The Printing House of Foundlings (La Imprenta de 
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los Niños Expósitos), since it was placed under the jurisdiction of an orphanage as a 

source of income (Ugarteche 55-116).   

In Vicente Fidel López’s famously romanticized account of the beginning of 

printing in Buenos Aires, the Jesuit printing press started its second life as a result of the 

amorous adventures of a “young Andalusian” and his orphan bride.  The first printer in 

Buenos Aires, Sergeant Agustín Garrigós, spent a year repairing the press and setting up 

a printing shop.  It opened in 1780 as the Royal Printing House of Orphans (Real 

Imprenta de Niños Expósitos) and saw a succession of supervisors, or Master Printers, 

appointed with the help of the viceroy, none of them being professional publishers: 

Captain José de Silva y Aguiar, the Portuguese entrepreneur Antonio José Dantás, and 

the above-mentioned Sergeant Garrigós (Ugarteche 95-106).  Holding a monopoly on 

printing grammar books and catechisms, the printing house had very limited capacity and 

was not used to publish any socially or culturally significant works until the end of 

colonial rule (1810). 

Similarly, Russian publishing developed at a very slow pace during the eighteenth 

century.  Peter the Great’s controversial westernizing reforms, aimed at the consolidation 

of Russia’s position as a great European power, included the establishment of secular 

publishing.18  When St. Petersburg was founded as the capital city destined to be a 

“window to Europe”19 in 1703, it became the center of secular publishing with the 

establishment of the first official printing house (друкарня) in 1711.  Despite Peter’s 

                                                 
18 The first secular works were printed only in the middle of the seventeenth century; the first one was V.F. 
Bruschev’s ABC (1634), the second a translation of a German military book (1647) 
19 Francesco Algarotti in 1739 (cited in Billington, 695) 



 

 24  

ambitious plans and measures that facilitated printing in the Cyrillic alphabet, such as the 

introduction of a Latinized and simplified new Cyrillic font in 1707, the development of 

secular print culture in Russia was a slow and uneven process.  Partly because of Peter’s 

own tight grip on all matters concerning printing and publishing—to the extent that the 

first printing house in St. Petersburg was dubbed “The Sovereign’s Press” (Государева 

письмопечатня)—there was no infrastructure to turn the publishing business into a 

profitable endeavor.20  Costly and slow, without any consideration of the needs and 

preferences of the reading public, Peter’s publishing enterprise was virtually dismantled 

after his death in 1725.  Between 1728 and 1756 the only institution in Russia that 

published and distributed secular books was the St. Petersburg Imperial Academy of 

Sciences with its two bookstores, one in St. Petersburg and the other in Moscow.  

Because of the very small size of the reading public, which consisted almost exclusively 

of nobility and clergy, and the printing house’s disregard of the readers’ needs and 

preferences, the first state-run press was not a successful enterprise: out of more than 

140,000 copies printed in the period between 1749 and 1753, only about half were sold 

(Tiulichev 96).   

Mikhail Vasilievich Lomonosov, a distinguished poet, scientist, grammarian, and 

the founder of Russia’s first university, was among the first Russian intellectuals to 

realize the potential of a well-established publishing industry for the country’s political 

and cultural status in the world.  As one of the most vocal supporters of westernizing 

                                                 
20 Peter’s correspondence with Aleksei Ivanovich Musin-Pushkin, one of the prominent politicians in 
charge of printing, gives a telling example of Peter’s meticulous attention to the form and content of each 
published item.  See his letters in Khrestomatiya po istorii russkoi knigi, 29-44. 
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reforms, Lomonosov believed in the positive impact of the dissemination of the 

progressive ideas of the European Enlightenment in Russia. 

  In a series of proposals for the reorganization of the Imperial Academy of 

Sciences, Lomonosov mapped out a plan to overcome the lengthy process of book 

production and their high prices, which he believed caused low sales rates, by including a 

network of booksellers into the Academy’s book publishing activities, thus pushing the 

nascent publishing industry in Russia toward further specialization and 

professionalization. By turning the Academy’s bookstore into a wholesale facility that 

worked directly with private booksellers, he hoped to reach effectively the population of 

the Russian provinces.  Citing advertisement as a helpful tool in the book publishing 

business, Lomonosov proposed to send free catalogues to various booksellers who would 

then sell those books outside St. Petersburg.21 

However innovative and reasonable, Lomonosov’s proposals of 1758 and 1763 

did not find supporters among fellow members of the Academy.  After Peter’s death in 

1725, Russia’s precarious publishing industry lost even the little support it did enjoy 

during his rule, as Peter’s widow, Catherine I, saw little political value in developing this 

costly and labor-intensive enterprise in a country where the printed word still could not 

reach its illiterate population, and the elites often were better versed in foreign languages 

than in Russian.  The importation of European books was well-established in Petersburg, 

satisfying the educated elite’s need in printed production and thus hampering the 

development of the Russian publishing industry.  In his last proposal of 1765, 

                                                 
21 For Lomonosov’s views on book publishing in Russia refer to the full edition of his works: Lomonosov 
M. Polnoe sobranie sochinenii.  Moscow: Literatura, 1957. 
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Lomonosov proposed to set prices according to the popularity of the book.  His plans, 

though never realized during his lifetime, became the cornerstone of the strategy for the 

famous book and magazine publisher and writer Nikolai Ivanovich Novikov (1744-

1818).   

Novikov, whose prominent publishing career unfolded during the controversial 

rule of the “enlightened despot,” Catherine the Great, was a new type of a litterateur and 

publisher.22  A ruthless critic—and, eventually, the victim—of despotism who believed in 

westernizing reforms as a way to advance and modernize Russia, Novikov exhibited a 

professional versatility similar to what Adrian Johns describes as a publisher’s “fluid 

identity,” referring to the seventeenth-century British publishers/booksellers (37).   

Working primarily in Petersburg and Moscow, Novikov established a reliable network of 

booksellers and printers, opening up bookstores in nineteen cities and greatly increasing 

the number of published books.23  Novikov was a successful entrepreneur, but most 

importantly, he was the first publisher whose goals went much further than those of a 

businessman responding to the demands of a reading public.  It is his activities as a writer 

and publisher under an authoritarian ruler that set up professional and cultural parameters 

for future Russian publishers and made possible the emergence of a Russian literary 

public sphere during the nineteenth century. 

                                                 
22 The terminology used to describe various professions within the Russian publishing industry of the 
eighteenth century is often confusing.   Incomplete differentiation of professions owing to the nascent state 
of publishing, on the one hand, and the division of the same function among two or three people, on the 
other, led to interchangeability of terms printer (tipograf), editor (redaktor), and publisher (izdatel’).   
Moreover, the typical professional trajectories of the time (bookseller to publisher, printer to publisher, and 
litterateur to publisher) led to further imprecision in definitions (Kondakova 182). 
23 John Sutherland’s description of Colburn’s “synergistic patterns of publishing” can also be applied to 
Novikov’s publishing activities.  Novikov, just as many nineteenth-century British publishers, exemplified 
this new type of publisher who played various roles in the field of literary production. 
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In a number of non-European countries, including Russia and Argentina, the 

development of a new historical awareness with its urge to articulate the national and 

cultural identities in a rapidly changing modern world was driven by the emergence of 

secular publishing in the late eighteenth century.  However, unlike Western European 

countries, Argentina and Russia did not possess large reading publics that would reliably 

consume domestic and foreign literary production.  In 1772, Novikov attacked the 

superficiality and backwardness of the Russian reading public by comparing it with the 

French and their (alleged) preference for serious reading.  In contrast, Russians would 

rather buy light novels and fairy tales than the “best works” by foreign and especially 

Russian writers: 

Ныне многие наилучшие книги переведены с разных иностранных языков и 
напечатаны на российском, но их и в десятую долю против романов не 
покупают.  [...]  Что ж касается до подлинных наших книг, то они никогда не 
были в моде и совсем не расходятся, да и кому ж их покупать?  
просвещенным нашим господчикам они не нужны, а невежам и совсем не 
годятся.  Кто бы во Франции поверил, ежели бы сказали, что Волшебных 
сказок разошлося больше сочинений Расиновых?  А у нас это сбывается.  
Тысячи и одной ночи продано гораздо больше сочинений г. Сумарокова.  И 
какой бы лондонский книгопродавец не ужаснулся, услышав, что у нас 
двести экземпляров напечатанной книги иногда в десять лет насилу 
раскупятся?  О времена!  о нравы!  Ободряйтесь, российские писатели!  
сочинения ваши скоро и совсем покупать перестанут. (Khrestomatiya 58) 

 

Now many of the best books have been translated from various foreign languages 
and printed in Russian, but they do not make up even a tenth of the sales of 
novels. […]  As for our authentic books, they have never been in fashion and do 
not sell at all, but then, who would buy them?  Our enlightened Messrs do not 
need them, and they are of no use at all to the ignoramuses.  Who in France would 
believe it if it was said that there were more Fairy Tales sold than Racine’s 
compositions?  And yet, it is true here.  There are many more copies of One 
Thousand and One Nights sold than those of Mr. Sumarokov’s works.  And what 
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London bookseller would not be horrified upon hearing that here sometimes two 
hundred copies of a printed book hardly sell in a decade!  O tempora, o mores!  
Brace yourselves, Russian writers!  Your books will soon stop selling completely. 

 
The fact that Novikov mentions the catastrophically low demand for national 

literature, including the works of prominent writers like Aleksandr Sumarokov, and 

predicts an even worse future for Russian writers reveals the virtual non-existence of the 

Russian reading public at that time.  “The enlightened Messrs,” as Novikov disparagingly 

calls Russian educated elites who looked toward the West for education and 

entertainment, preferred to read and communicate in French and used (often broken) 

Russian only to address their servants.  On the other hand, the invocation of a London 

bookseller to emphasize the unacceptable conditions that Russian publishers must face—

unprofitability, economic risks, and fleeting demand—alludes to non-economic 

motivation behind Russian publishers’ endeavors.  The passage also exposes a notorious 

attitude among Russian intellectuals that would survive intact well into the twentieth 

century: a pervasive sense of inferiority based on perceived backwardness when judged 

against the achievements of the infinitely modern Western European civilization, 

especially France and Britain.24   

What could be done to increase the prestige of Russian literature domestically and 

lure readers away from foreign lowbrow fairytales?25  First of all, there needed to be 

proof that Russian literature did exist, and had indeed a long and vibrant history.  

                                                 
24 Similar laments, of course, were very common among intellectuals elsewhere, suffice it to mention 
Goethe’s oft-expressed preoccupation with the place that Germany deserves to occupy in the context of 
Weltliteratur.  
25 In the beginning of the nineteenth century, Vasilii Zhukovskii’s and Alexandr Pushkin’s poetic 
interpretations of fairy tales did much to elevate the genre’s prestige for the educated readership.  Just as in 
European Romanticism folk culture was regarded as a foundation of national self-consciousness, Russian 
Romantic poets popularized the genre as an embodiment of the Russian unique national spirit. 
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Novikov’s Опыт исторического словаря о российских писателях (Experience of 

Historical Dictionary of Russian Writers) (1772), in which he collected 317 biographies 

of Russian writers from the tenth to eighteenth centuries, if somewhat inflated,26 

described an impressive nine-hundred-year history of Russian literature.  His 

Typographic Company, responsible for 40 percent of all books published in Russia in the 

early 1780s, widely disseminated moderately priced foreign and Russian works of a 

variety of subjects and genres: textbooks, reference materials, religious books, fiction, 

and so on (Barenbaum 63-4).  Special emphasis was placed on promotion of the works of 

his contemporaries, Mikhail Kheraskov, Sumarokov, Apollon Maikov, and many other 

Russian writers.  Another important part of his project to disseminate serious works and 

educate Russian readers was publication of the best foreign literary works, including 

Swift, Goldoni, Fielding, and Homer, under the auspices of his Society Striving about 

Book Publishing.   

Already unevenly developing and unstable, the Russian book publishing industry 

of the late eighteenth century was subject to a series of governmental regulations that 

further destabilized it and inevitably affected the vitality of the Russian literary sphere.  

First, it received an enormous impulse with an edict of January 15, 1783 granting private 

individuals the right to establish private printing houses without a special permit from the 

government.  The number of published titles rose steadily, peaking at 268 in 1793 until 

Pavel I again banned independent publishing houses in 1796 (Zaitseva 184).  After it took 

effect, only six private printing houses survived in Petersburg thanks to the special status 

                                                 
26 The dictionary included several writers who wrote just a few poems and never published. 
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previously granted to them by the government.  Many private companies were placed 

under state control as a means of preserving them (Zaitseva 185).  In such dire 

circumstances, it was up to the ingenuity and dedication to the “civilizing project” by 

writers-publishers like Novikov, Ivan Krylov, and Ivan Rakhmaninov to maintain the 

literary infrastructure in Russian society, which allowed for the emergence of the literary 

public sphere in Russia during the nineteenth century.  In late eighteenth-century 

Argentina, three prominent rare book collectors, Julián de Leyva, José Joaquín de Araujo, 

and Saturnino Segurola, have gathered and preserved vast collections of the first 

Argentine texts—historical documents, manuscripts, and codices (Buonocore 6)—that 

provided material for the nineteenth-century Argentine historiography and were crucial to 

the process of national self-definition. 

The beginning of the nineteenth century was an era of great political and cultural 

changes both in Russia and Argentina.  Significantly, the Napoleonic wars provided the 

impetus for the formation of national identity in the nineteenth century in both countries.  

Whereas the successful defeat of the British invaders in 1806 gave the Argentines the 

first realization of the country’s potential as a nation (Shumway 17) when porteños of all 

walks of life united for the common cause, it was Napoleon’s invasion in Spain and 

subsequent fall of the court in 1808 that propelled the country into independence.27  

Political and social turmoil in the madre patria, which ensued after Napoleon deposed the 

Spanish rulers, Charles IV and his son Ferdinand VII, undermined Spain’s authority over 

its American colonies.  The Wars of Independence flared up across Spanish America, 

                                                 
27 Another curious consequence of the invasion was the acquisition of the printing press that the British 
troops left behind by the Argentine authorities. 
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overthrowing the colonial authorities, redrawing political maps, and establishing 

independent nation states.  The May Revolution in Argentina placed power in the hands 

of the Creole elites who formed the first Argentine government, or Primera Junta, in 

1810.  During the tumultuous years leading to the proclamation of Argentina’s 

independence in 1816, the new literary societies became much more politically active.  

One of the most influential of them, the Café de Marco, a patriotic literary society 

founded in 1811, acted as a center for radical Jacobin-style political campaigning 

responsible for the “distribution and posting of insurgent leaflets and pasquines in Buenos 

Aires, resulting in the noisy trials of dozens of young elite members” (Uribe-Uran 450).  

Other, less vocal organizations, including The Society of Good Taste (Sociedad del Buen 

Gusto); The Philanthropic Society (Sociedad Filantrópica); and the Academy of Law 

(Academia de Jurisprudencia) also played an important role in mobilizing the public and 

providing a venue for political discussion. 

Argentina’s rapid transition from an (almost) nameless colonial territory to an 

independent nation-state in the early years of the nineteenth century left little time for 

forging a distinct official national ideology, leaving the task to the revolutionary 

generation.  The schism in Argentina’s first government between the followers of pro-

Western Unitarian Mariano Moreno and the conservative, pro-Hispanic Federalist 

Cornelio Saavedra set the paradigm for political and cultural debates that dominated 

Argentine intellectual life in the nineteenth, twentieth, and even twenty-first centuries.28  

                                                 
28 Shumway describes this schism as “a seismic fault.  No Argentine institution,” he argues, “has 

withstood the fault’s unpredictable, violent movements, and its existence underlies much of the country’s 
perpetual instability” (44).   
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In Russia, the debates between two groups, the Westernizers and Slavophiles, which 

intensified during the 1860s, spelled similar concerns among the educated elites about the 

future of Russia in relation to Western civilization.  Here lies another fundamental 

similarity between Russia’s and Argentina’s historical development: oscillating between 

the periods of openness and cosmopolitanism, traditionally associated with Western-style 

progress and modernization, on the one hand, and insularity characterized by the distrust 

of imported cultural and political models, on the other, Russian and Argentine cultural 

and national identities were formed in alternating cosmopolitan/insular phases. 

 

Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, which became known as the Patriotic War of 

1812, was a reaction to Alexander I’s reluctance to support the Emperor’s military 

campaigns.  An ambitious ruler himself, Alexander expected that “Russia should play a 

leading part in all the affairs of the Continent, and even overseas” (Seton-Watson 174), 

and not serve as an extension of Napoleon’s empire.  Despite some difficulties in Spain 

and Portugal, Napoleon started the Russian campaign at the zenith of his power and 

ended it with an irremediably damaged reputation after a hasty retreat of his decimated 

army back to the heart of the French empire.  The historical significance of Russia’s 

victory, which spelled the beginning of the end of the French empire, was twofold for the 

Russian national imagination.  First, the unmediated contact with Europe during the 

1813-1814 anti-Napoleon war revealed quite starkly the political, social, and cultural 

backwardness of Russia.  Second, the army officers, fighting side by side with peasants, 

serfs, and other Russians of humble origin, had a chance to admire their self-sacrifice and 
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witness the outrageous maltreatment and injustices they suffered under the autocratic 

regime.  Inspired by its national and international experiences, the Russian military elite 

returned home resolute to bring about much-needed political reforms and ready to join 

forces with the intellectuals who had been discussing the need for liberal changes in 

Russia in the privacy of salons and Masonic lodges since the second half of the 

eighteenth century.  

The common feelings of “admiration for European culture, desire for European 

liberties, and pride and patriotism on behalf of Russia” (Seton-Watson 184), which 

pervaded Russian society during the 1820s, laid the foundation for the Decembrists’ idea 

of a revolution that would bring about a representative government, abolition of serfdom, 

and extensive liberal reforms.  Secret societies with liberal agendas like Союз спасения 

(The Union of Salvation, 1816), Союз благоденствия (The Union of Welfare, 1817), and 

others, sprang up in major Russian cities, consolidating in the early 1820s into the 

Northern and Southern factions.29  Unfortunately, the Decembrists failed to secure wider 

support of the population and men under their command, as the ideas of European 

liberalism were shared by only a small fraction of Russian society, namely, intelligentsia 

of noble birth.  Alexander’s sudden death in 1825 prompted the Decembrists to carry out 

the revolt prematurely.  Lacking proper preparation and missing crucial participants, the 

rebellion was quickly crushed by the authorities, who later condemned its key 

participants to death or exile in Siberia.  Possibly, the most enduring and significant 

                                                 
29 Just as the Westernizing thinkers in Argentina turned to the United States as an example for its political 
organization (for example, Alberdi), the Decembrists devised a constitution closely modeled on that of the 
United States. 
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legacy of the uprising was the solidification of the role of the intelligentsia in Russian 

society summed up in a vivid and lasting image of a precariously thin stratum 

(прослойка) between the anvil (the people) and hammer (the government).   

The origins of the Russian intelligentsia can be traced back to the last decades of 

the eighteenth century, which were marked by impressive advances in literary and 

cultural life.  Catherine the Great, the German-born empress who was a writer and 

magazine publisher herself, strove to establish her reputation as an enlightened monarch 

by furthering Peter’s westernizing reforms, corresponding with prominent European 

litterateurs, including the French Encyclopédistes, and ostensibly supporting literary life 

and education in largely illiterate Russia.30  The emergence of various groups and 

societies, newspapers and magazines, literary salons and educational institutions in 

Russia, however, did not mean that the Russian enlightening project was inclusive and 

unrestricted.  Indeed, much as in Argentina, participation in cultural life was limited to 

the nobility, and exposure to European ideas was restricted and controlled by the 

authorities.  Similar in their selective use of the Encyclopédistes’ writings, both Russian 

and Argentine elites subscribed to the ideas of Enlightenment insofar as they helped to 

maintain their power over the rest of the population.  Thus, Catherine famously 

prosecuted writers and publishers for disseminating those works of the Encyclopédistes 

that, in her judgment, were obscene or politically controversial.    

                                                 
30 Catherine’s rule and policies were full of contradictions and inconsistencies.  Ironically and 
characteristically, Novikov was sentenced to fifteen years in prison for disseminating harmful ideas and 
‘depraved’ literature of the very Encyclopédistes whose friendship she valued so highly.   
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With the same intention of exposing his readers to the correct version of the 

Enlightenment, Argentina’s influential thinker and politician Mariano Moreno left out 

entire pages in his 1810 translation of Rousseau’s works (Shumway 29).31  While 

advocating freedom of the press, communication, and associations, Moreno included an 

important clause that any work could be published as long as it did not offend morality or 

attack the revolution or the government (Wait 374).32  Fearful and mistrustful of the 

populace, the Russian and Argentine upper classes saw it as their mission to instruct and 

guide the uncouth and illiterate masses.  In his essay “On the Freedom to Write” (“Sobre 

la libertad de escribir”), Moreno praised public opinion for its ability to expose and 

exterminate evil, since societal ills are best handled “by giving space and liberty to public 

writers so they may attack it vigorously and without pity” (Escritos 237), but “the people 

will languish in the most shameful stupor unless they are given the right and liberty to 

talk about all subjects as long as they do not oppose in any way the holy truths of our 

august religion and the dictates of the government” (Escritos 238).  Not quite so overtly, 

but with the same unrelenting urge to prevent public expression of political discontent, 

Catherine’s policy sought to divert the public’s attention from serious issues and possible 

criticism of the authorities to the more lighthearted, humorous attacks on fashions and 

mores in her satirical magazine Всякая всячина (Hodgepodge).   

 

                                                 
31 However shocking to present-day readers, expurgation of the original was commonly practiced by 
translators in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
32 As a member of the ruling junta and the editor and contributor to Gazeta de Buenos-Ayres, Moreno 
realized the terrible toll that the war of independence exacted on cultural life in Argentina and offered to 
improve it by opening the first public library in Buenos Aires (Wait 367).   
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So does this controlled proliferation of literary societies, newspapers and 

magazines, and flurry of political activity during the first two decades of the nineteenth 

century point to the existence of the public sphere in Argentina and Russia?  In the 

preface to his earlier study of the public sphere in western Europe in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeitе: Untersuchungen zu einer 

Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (The Structural Transformation of the Bourgeois 

Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society) (1962, English 

translation 1989), Jürgen Habermas warns against using this concept to examine other, 

non-European societies and time periods.  Rooted in particular historical conditions of the 

“‘civil society’ (bürgerliche Gesellschaft) originating in the European High Middle 

Ages,” the concept, even “idealtypically generalized,” is not transferable to other, even 

structurally similar, developments (xvii).  And yet, ever since the English translation of 

this work became available, the number of studies that build on a modified Habermasian 

conception of the public sphere in various socio-historical contexts has been growing 

steadily.33  Indeed, even if particularities are highly contestable, the overall conceptual 

appeal of the theory is still strong, as it seems to provide a framework for the study of 

societal development using some ubiquitous institutions of sociability such as literary 

societies, coffee houses, and salons, where issues of common concern were publicly 

discussed by private individuals.   

                                                 
33 Some recent examples include John Esposito and François Burgat’s Modernizing Islam: Religion in the 
Public Sphere in the Middle East and Europe (2003), Anna Brickhouse’s Transamerican Literary 
Relations and Nineteenth-Century Public Sphere (2005), and Stuart Finkel’s On the Ideological Front:Tthe 
Russian Intelligentsia and the Making of the Soviet Public Sphere (2007). 
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According to Habermas, the bourgeois public sphere, “the sphere of private 

people come together as a public” using their reason “publicly” (öffentliches 

Räsonnement) (28), grew organically out of an early public sphere in the world of letters 

which developed in urban institutions like the coffee houses, the salons, and the 

Tischgesellschaften (table societies) (30), using the vehicle of public opinion to inform 

the state of the needs of the public (31).  Replacing the court as the site for legitimation of 

artistic works, the new, bourgeois forms of sociability provided the venue for “discussion 

among private people that tended to be ongoing” (36).   Habermas singled out three most 

important institutional criteria that allowed him to compare salons, coffee houses, and 

Tischgeselschaften across Britain, Germany, and France.  First, the participants—private 

gentlemen—disregarded differences in each others’ social and economic status.  Second, 

the range of topics discussed in those venues included art, politics, philosophy, literature, 

and many others, previously believed to be the court’s, Church’s, or state’s monopoly 

(36).  Finally, the discussion of “common concern,” reclaimed by the bourgeois public 

from the aforementioned authorities, affected a larger public than any of these gatherings 

or societies included, thus imbuing a certain sense of inclusiveness of the bourgeois 

public sphere (37).  As the public sphere developed, the venue for the public discussions 

shifted from those gatherings to such institutions as the press and its professional 

criticism (51), nearing the eventual professionalization and commercialization of culture 

(164).  After providing the basic underlying concepts of the bourgeois public sphere, 

Habermas proceeded to several case studies, in which he discussed country-specific 

peculiarities of the phenomenon, concluding his investigation with a bleak portrayal of 
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the disintegration of the bourgeois public sphere as it lost its substance, a rational-critical 

debate, and switched from critically discussing its culture to merely consuming it (175). 

When it comes to measuring the relevance of the concept of the public sphere in 

the contexts of Russian and Argentine societies, the main difficulty lies in the very 

definition of the public, or active citizenry that had enough political and economic power 

to influence the government, on the one hand, and the closeness of the educated elites to 

the government, on the other.   

What strengthens the similarities between the Russian and Argentine 

sociopolitical situations is the fact that in neither country was the bourgeoisie an active 

force of political change.  Even if it existed in Russia during the eighteenth century, the 

bourgeoisie was “in no position to voice any collective expressions, much less to impose 

its will on society as a whole” (Marker 1985 10).  At the same time, Marker argues, 

economically backward Russia “did have a self-conscious educated public, or 

obshchestvo, in the eighteenth century” (1985 10).  Marc Raeff in his Origins of the 

Russian Intelligentsia describes this obshchestvo as a group of literati who identified 

themselves with the interests of the “fatherland” as a whole and positioned themselves as 

the conscience of the educated public.  Peculiarly, this group’s unique position in the 

Russian cultural milieu is what validates the application of Habermas’s theory to Russian 

society: “This tendency to identify themselves with an abstracted universal whole, while 

at the same time bemoaning the reluctance of flesh-and-blood readers to follow in their 

footsteps, is characteristic of many leading figures among the eighteenth-century literati, 

and it conforms rather well with what Habermas has described” (11).  If that group which 
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tended “to conflate their own ideals, doubts, and modernizing hopes with those of the 

entire nation” (11) is treated as a Russian functional equivalent of a bourgeoisie or middle 

class, then it not only provides a way to apply the Habermasian concept of the public 

sphere to the unique circumstances of nineteenth-century Russian society, but also links 

cultural developments in Russian society with those in Argentina. 

In Spanish America, the small number of participants in active intellectual 

exchange until the middle of the nineteenth century renders it problematic to define those 

groups as a genuine public sphere.  The eighteenth-century forms of sociability, including 

various patriotic, economic, literary, and other societies and organizations, limited as they 

were by the colonial authorities, nevertheless played a central role in initiating the debate 

on political, social, literary, and scientific topics across Spanish America.34  In the 

atmosphere of greater intellectual freedom under the Bourbon kings, the colonies 

received the latest in philosophical and scientific thought.  Just as in Europe and other 

Spanish American countries, these organizations in Argentina were limited to educated 

white males of “good” origin, “noblemen and aristocrats, high bureaucrats, clergymen, 

professionals, professors, and students,” who tended to be acquainted with the latest 

political developments in North America and France, scientific advances, and cultural 

debates (Uribe-Uran 435).   

The first of such organizations, established in Buenos Aires in 1801, was the 

Society of the Friends of the Homeland (Sociedad de los amigos de la patria), quickly 

                                                 
34 For an incisive analysis of the cultural and political impact of the European scientific expeditions of 
Charles Marie de la Condamine and Alexander von Humboldt, see Mary Louise Pratt’s book Imperial 
Eyes: Studies in Travel Writing and Transculturation (1994). 
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followed by other groups, including several Masonic lodges established in 1806 and 1807 

partly as a result of the British invasion of 1806.  Moderate in their political views, often 

short-lived and inconsequential for the economic development of Argentina, these 

societies were indispensable for forming the basis for the emergence of the independence 

movement as they provided the space for the promotion of political dialogue and 

discussion of current issues with a degree of freedom unimaginable during most of the 

colonial era.  It must be noted that members of these societies interacted in the traditional 

Iberian Spanish (and Creole) form of sociability, tertulias, semi-private gatherings or 

salons.35 

Eugenia Roldán Vera contends that, owing to the small size of the cultured elites, 

its members were almost invariably “active members of the expanded government sphere 

of the republican regimes” (12).  Therefore, active participation by particular interest 

groups connected with clearly defined political parties was a significant difference from 

the western European public spheres.  As a result, when they came together as “private 

individuals,” participants in intellectual discourse defended the interests of their parties 

rather than disinterestedly discussing the issues of common concern, as envisioned by 

Habermas.  The main function of the bourgeois public sphere, which, according to 

Habermas, is to provide a counterweight to the state power by using the public space for 

political discussion and criticism of the regime, is therefore undermined by that 

condition.  Hilda Sabato singles out three elements of urban life that can be interpreted as 

                                                 
35 On the history of tertulia as a Spanish cultural institution see “Notas sobre la tertulia” in Enrique Tierno 
Galván’s  Desde el espectáculo a la trivialización.  Madrid: Taurus, 1961; Williams, Ethel M. The 
Development of the Literary Tertulia. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1934; and Gelz, Andreas. Tertulia: Literatur 
und Soziabilität im Spanien des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts.  Frankfurt, Germany: Vervuert, 2006. 
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symptoms of the process of the formation of the public sphere: “the expansion of the 

press; the proliferation of association; and the development of […] a ‘culture of 

mobilization’” (151) manifested in indoor meetings or outdoor public demonstrations.   

These three components created a venue of mediation between “civil society and political 

power, through which relatively large numbers of people were involved in various forms 

of politically consequential public action” (160).36  Sabato goes on to suggest that the 

Argentine public sphere emerged during the rapid and uneven process of modernization 

which took place during the decades from the mid-century to the 1880s.37   

If that is so, how do we define the intense cultural activity, including the 

formation of literary societies, the discussion of the latest literary works in salons and 

periodicals, theater productions, and many more signs of a more vigorous cultural life in 

the first half of the nineteenth century in Petersburg and Buenos Aires?  To solve this 

dilemma, I use the concept of the literary public sphere described by Habermas as “a 

public sphere in apolitical form—the literary precursor of the public sphere operative in 

the political domain” (29).  Even though there was a strong political potential to 

Argentine and Russian public discourse of the nineteenth century, it failed to crystallize 

                                                 
36 Importantly, Sabato does not mention the actual publishing industry as one of the components in the 
formation of the public sphere.  Only the newspaper editors, mentioned in passing as politicians’ puppets, 
seem to influence public opinion.  This critical omission reveals the incompleteness of this analysis of the 
conditions that shaped the public sphere.  In fact, in Habermas’s critique of the bourgeois public sphere, 
literary life was given as much importance as the political one. 
37 Victor M. Uribe-Uran contends that “at least incipient public sphere emerged within colonial Spanish 
America’s civil societies in the late colonial period” (425).  His view challenged a widely spread opinion 
that the intellectual debate took place in private rather than public spaces, and that the public sphere came 
into being only during the 1820s in some regions (426).  Focusing on the “Age of Revolution” (1760-
1850), the author singles out the actions of lawyers and letrados as instrumental in the creation of public 
sphere.  Importantly, comparing these groups to similar French associations, Uribe-Uran links the 
emergence of the public sphere to the consequences of the modernizing Bourbon reforms. 
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into the central democratic institution, i.e., the political public sphere.38  I argue that it 

was only the literary public sphere that emerged and fully developed in both countries 

during the nineteenth century.39  The literary public sphere indeed developed as “the 

training ground for a critical public reflection still preoccupied with itself” (Habermas 

29), and played a central role in creation of the national identity in Russia and Argentina.   

 

No other cities in Argentina and Russia could offer such an auspicious intellectual 

environment for the development of the literary public sphere as did Buenos Aires and 

Petersburg.  As Europeanized capitals of highly centralized nation-states, they have 

always occupied similar places in the cultural imagination of Russians and Argentines.  

Uniquely positioned to become the sites of the emergence of political and cultural 

modernity, both cities stood in stark opposition to the rest of the country as the most 

progressive, cosmopolitan spaces propitious for new (if partly imported) modes of 

sociability and modernization.   

It is the cultural diversity, the combinations of seemingly incompatible lifestyles, 

languages, and experiences that made Buenos Aires and Petersburg unique loci for 

political and cultural contentions, and, consequently, for the appearance of particular 

nationalist ideologies.  As a “culture-generator” which “carries out this function only 

                                                 
38 It must be noted that the utopianism of Habermas’s theory of the bourgeois public sphere has been noted 
by many of his critics (Craig Calhoun, Nancy Fraser, and others); the historical liberal public sphere has 
never been as open and inclusive as Habermas has suggested. 
39 The complexity of Argentine and Russian political life throughout the nineteenth century and the 
educated public’s dependence on powers that be precluded the formation of politically and economically 
independent public.  Even if the construction of the public sphere in Argentina followed the European 
pattern, Sabato shows that “the place of that public sphere in the political system of Buenos Aires appears 
less familiar” (150).    
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because it is a melting-pot of texts and codes, belonging to all kinds of languages and 

levels” (Lotman 194), the city needs to be heterogeneous to start the process of cultural 

fermentation.  Nineteenth-century Petersburg and Buenos Aires with their mix of native 

and immigrant populations, European fashions and local customs, disparate architectural 

styles, and hybrid identities became what Yuri Lotman calls “antithes[es] to the 

surrounding world” (191), or surrounding country, becoming a liminal space of 

innovation and experimentation.  Constant struggle and opposition best describe the 

city’s relation to its surroundings, both physical and cultural: 

Эксцентрический город расположен «на краю» культурного пространства: 
на берегу моря, в устье реки.  Здесь актуализируется не антитеза земля/небо, 
а оппозиция естественное/искуственное.  Это город, созданный вопреки 
Природе и находящийся в борьбе с нею, что дает двойную возможность 
интерпретации города: как победы разума над стихиями, с одной стороны, и 
как извращенности естественного порядка – с другой. (321) 

 

The eccentric city is situated ‘at the edge’ of the cultural space: on the seashore, at 
the mouth of a river.  The antithesis that is activated in this case is not 
earth/heaven but natural/artificial.  This city is founded as a challenge to Nature 
and struggles with it, with the result that the city is interpreted either as the victory 
of reason over the elements, or as a perversion of the natural order. (192)   
 
Situated “at the edge’ of the cultural space,” Buenos Aires and Petersburg are also 

the most foreign, Western of Argentine and Russian cities.  Unlike other cities that 

developed and expanded naturally, Petersburg and Buenos Aires survived despite the 

geographical and climatic challenges, the fact that deeply marked their image in the 

national imagination.  Following a series of earlier unsuccessful attempts, Buenos Aires 

was founded as a permanent settlement by the Spanish conquistador Juan de Garay in 
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1580.40  Established on a precarious muddy slope of the River Plate, the settlement turned 

into a city only in the eighteenth century with the completion of several urban projects, 

including the riverbank Alameda promenade, city hall, theaters, churches, and other 

public venues.  After the declaration of Argentina’s independence in 1816 as the United 

Provinces of the River Plate, Buenos Aires became a major Latin American city when 

Argentina’s first president, Bernardino Rivadavia, initiated a series of measures to 

improve and, not incidentally, “Europeanize,”  Buenos Aires.   Set on turning Buenos 

Aires into “the Athens of La Plata,” Rivadavia invested, often at the expense of the 

provinces, thus further antagonizing the ‘advanced and civilized’ capital with the 

‘backward and barbarous’ provinces.  His short rule was dubbed The Happy Experience 

(La feliz experiencia), characterized by support for the arts and education, and increased 

contacts with Europe.  “Paris on the Pampas” consolidated even more political and 

financial power under the notorious caudillo Rosas’ authoritarian rule, not unlike the 

oppressive Tsarist regime, punctuated here and there by isolated liberal measures.  

The foundation of St. Petersburg in 1703 as the state capital in one of the most 

hostile and improbable geographic and climatic settings was widely perceived as a 

perversion of the natural order and a purely alien, European invention.  Designed by 

European architects and built on swamps at the cost of thousands of serfs’ lives, 

Petersburg immediately acquired the fame of a doomed city that paraded its artificiality 

through various European imports, ranging from lavish state celebrations held at the 

newly built public spaces, to European uniforms and fashions imposed on the Russian 

                                                 
40For a detailed account of the city’s early history, consult  Daniel Schávelzon’s The Historical 
Archaeology of Buenos Aires, especially chapters 1 and 2. 
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nobility.  By the beginning of the nineteenth century, Petersburg boasted impressive 

palaces, broad avenues, squares, cathedrals, and administrative buildings and housed an 

ethnically diverse population of some 300,000 

 
Despite the censorial limitations, the nineteenth century saw a broader realization 

of the political, educational, and cultural potential of the printing press in both cities.  

Print culture began to play an important role in the forging of national identities, but until 

mid-century it helped to disseminate knowledge mostly among the educated elites, 

whereas the rest of the population relied on other media including oral narratives, songs, 

and cheap engravings.   By the middle of the nineteenth century, only four percent of the 

population in Russia was literate (Bogdanov 20), and even though illiteracy was rampant 

in rural areas and provinces until the twentieth century, by the late 1860s some 55 percent 

of Petersburg dwellers could read, reaching 70.5 percent by the turn of the twentieth 

century (Bogdanov 27-28).41  In Spanish America the situation was similarly grim: by 

1800, less than ten percent of the population was literate, reaching fifteen percent by mid-

century (Vera Roldán 35).  As literacy rates slowly increased in both countries, printed 

materials gained prominence in the process of the formation of national identity.  

Benedict Anderson argues that the advances of “print-capitalism” in the modern period 

can be seen as “the key to the generation of wholly new ideas of simultaneity” which 

made possible the emergence of the “horizontal-secular, transverse-time” communities 

(Anderson 37).  Anderson’s argument for the inseparability of “print-capitalism” from the 
                                                 
41 Bogdanov shows that in the first comprehensive census conducted in 1897, average literacy rates in 
Russia did not exceed 27 percent. 
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modern concept of nationhood hinges on three ways in which print-languages “laid the 

bases for national consciousness” (44).  First, print created a sense of community among 

readers, who, “in their secular, particular, visible invisibility,” formed “the embryo of the 

nationally imagined community” (44).  Secondly, print-capitalism stabilized print-

languages by giving fixity to language and ousting scribal innovations and variations on 

it.  Thirdly, “print-capitalism created languages-of-power of a kind different from the 

older administrative vernaculars” (45).     

Historically, national sentiment in Russia was formed largely under two major 

geopolitical factors: first, its disadvantageous geographical position as compared to 

neighbors like Byzantium, Turkey, or the German Empire, and the struggle to establish 

Russia’s significance among other nation-states; and secondly, the struggle against the 

attacks and occupation of the nomadic tribes of the Steppes, especially the Mongol-Tatar 

yoke.42   Whereas these two ingredients of Russian national self-imagining, one of an 

official nature, and the other stemming from popular patriotism, were not unique among 

the nation-states, the multiculturalism brought about through forced or willing annexation 

of ethnically and geographically diverse territories was.  As a result of such diversity, 

Russian nationalism could not have been built on the basis of a common “sacred” 

language or religion (as most medieval European nationalisms were built, according to 

Anderson).  Thus the inherent “outward” nature of early Russian nationalism, described 

by Andrei Sakharov, was aimed at “the country’s external enemies” (11), and “not 

inwards, towards the people who had settled in the country” (11).  

                                                 
42 For an incisive analysis and periodization of nationalism in Russia, refer to Andrei Sakharov’s article 
“The Main Phases and Distinctive Features of Russian Nationalism.” 
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Similarly, early Argentine nationalist attitudes did not (and could not) have been 

constructed on the basis of ethnic or territorial coherence.  Sparsely populated at the time 

it broke free from Spanish rule, Argentina was composed of isolated, poverty-stricken 

towns with poor communication and no developed political, economic, or social 

infrastructure.  On the popular level, however, the localist sentiment, fostered in the 

atmosphere of cabildo (local town council) autocracy, was not dissimilar from Russian 

popular patriotism. Thus, Anderson’s argument that in the Americas “neither economic 

interest, Liberalism, nor Enlightenment could, or did, create in themselves the kind, or 

shape, of imagined community to be defended from [anciens régimes’] depredations” 

(65) seems especially valid.  “Pilgrim creole functionaries and provincial creole 

printmen,” whose role in generating creole nationalism was seminal, laid the foundation 

for Argentine national imagination (65).43   

The cultural life of Buenos Aires and Petersburg, as simultaneously the centers of 

print culture and the points of entry for European influences, exemplified the ambiguity 

of Russia’s and Argentina’s position in relation to Europe, which intensified in the 

nineteenth century and gave birth to what Marshal Berman terms “underdeveloped” 

identity: “sometimes a source of shame, at other times (as in German romantic 

conservatism) a source of pride, most often a volatile mixture of both” (43).  He further 

argues that after Germany, this mixture occurred in Russia in the nineteenth century and 

in the Third World in the twentieth century, when “bearers of avant-garde cultures in 

                                                 
43 Even though Russia has never been a colony of any European nation in the same way that Argentina was 
Spain’s possession, certain traits of cultural colonization, especially French and German, have manifested 
themselves throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  
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backward societies […] have experienced the Faustian split with a special intensity” (43).  

But even a cursory glance at Russian and Argentine literature and art suggests that by the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, the educated elites in both countries were already 

preoccupied with issues of national identity.   

In 1819, Simón Bolívar in his famous “Discurso de Angostura” saw one of the 

fundamental problems of Creole identity in the fact that Creoles were “Americans by 

birth, Europeans by right” (15).  The prominent Argentine thinker and statesman Juan 

Bautista Alberdi was even more explicit about the nature of the European cultural 

presence: 

 All that is civilization on our soil is European…  Those of us who call ourselves 
American are nothing more than Europeans born in America; our skull, blood, 
color—everything is from [Europe]…  In America everything that is not 
European is barbaric… (239-41) 

 
However, in his later writings Alberdi singled out three cornerstones on which 

Argentine national identity could be built: Argentina’s unique population (the gauchos), 

government (the caudillos), and heritage (colonial Spain) (Shumway 184).  It is onto this 

particular national “tree” that European culture had to be grafted.  Thus, the future of 

Argentina was articulated not in the binary opposition of either/or, but rather as a fruitful 

combination of both traditions.  Andrew Wachtel in his discussion of national 

imagination in Russia isolates the national image whose basis lay “in a novel 

interpretation of the imperial project as a project of translation of world culture into and 

through Russia” (61).  When seen in comparative perspective, this particular ideology 

appears to bridge the emergent modernities in both countries; just as “Russia’s manifest 
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destiny was built not on any inherent quality of Russian culture itself but rather on its 

ability to absorb and perfect what it had taken from outside” (Wachtel 63), Argentina’s 

cultural and national identity was constructed in the nineteenth century through the 

creative adaptation of European culture, perceived as a part of shared heritage.   

Fyodor Dostoevsky wrote in a diary entry in 1876: “У нас—русских—две 

родины: наша Русь и Европа, даже и в том случае, если мы называемся 

славянофилами (пусть они на меня за это не сердятся)” (“We, Russians, have two 

homelands: our Russia and Europe, even if we call ourselves Slavophiles (let them not 

take offense for that).”  This split, or identity crisis that characterized both Argentine and 

Russian educated elites, was, as Susanna Rabow-Edling argued for the Russian case, 

caused by “a conflict between modern identities and a traditional state; between modern 

culture and traditional society […] and between the educated elite and the mass of the 

people” (27).  This duality seems to be at the core of the similarities between Russian and 

Argentine cultural and historical processes; the superimposed Western ideas and ways are 

constantly contested by what is perceived as autochthonous elements in the highly 

hybrid, heterogeneous system of values and views.   

As a telling example of the official Argentine aspiration to be the European 

cultural outpost in Spanish America, the main goal of the Literary Society of Buenos 

Aires established in 1822 with governmental support was to “give foreign nations a 

knowledge of the state of the Country and its progress, to spread enlightenment, [and] to 

organize opinion” (qtd. in Shumway 87).  A central part of “the liberal creole project,” 

which aimed at “founding an independent, decolonized American society and culture, 
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while retaining European values and white supremacy” (Pratt 175), the promotion of 

national literature became one of the central preoccupations of the Argentine liberal 

governments for years to come.  

Literary projects sponsored by the Rivadavian government in Argentina, 

including publishing of translated and Argentine literary works like The Collection of 

Patriotic Poems (Colección de Poesías Patriotas) and The Argentine Lyre (La lira 

argentina), represented a version of Argentine nationalism that has been associated with 

the pro-Western, porteño elites.  Their tight grip on the literary production of the period 

and fear of the new and non-European resulted in imitative literature that did not leave a 

lasting mark on Argentine culture.  The motley opposition to this group “distrusted the 

porteño intellectual elite and often felt more comfortable with the personalist government 

centered in a king, dictator, or caudillo than with an institutional government easily 

dominated by those educated in the ways of Europe” (Shumway 45).   The dictatorship of 

caudillo Juan Manuel de Rosas (1829-1852) inaugurated an epoch of strict censorship 

and political repressions, which corresponded to Russia’s reactionary regime of official 

nationalism, concisely formulated by Russia’s Minister of Popular Education, Sergei 

Uvarov, as “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality,”44 a phrase “designed to emphasize 

Russia’s difference from Western European nations” (Wachtel 60).   

The ascension of Nicholas I after Alexander’s sudden death in 1825 inaugurated 

one of the darkest periods in Russian history, “military discipline in place of civil order, a 

                                                 
44 The third component in the trinitarian formula, reminiscent of the ancient Russian military motto “For 
Faith, Tsar and Fatherland,” is the hardest one to define.  Narodnost’, not defined in Uvarov’s report, can 
be interpreted as nationality, ethnic group, but also as a set of beliefs that define national consciousness. 
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state of siege which has become the normal state of society” (44), to quote Marquis de 

Custine’s observation.  Deeply shocked and terrified by the Decembrist uprising of 1825, 

Nicholas I emerged as a ruthless and suspicious tyrant, distrustful of both the nobility and 

the hoi polloi and hostile to the ideas of European liberalism.   

In the report “On Some General Principles That Can Serve as a Guide in 

Governing the Popular Education” (1833), Sergei Uvarov, the Minister of Education in 

Nicholas’s government, proposed a project that would “conform to our order of things 

and not be alien to the European spirit” (70).  Stating that Russians could not do without 

the ideas of European enlightenment, he saw the need for a “strong and experienced 

hand” that would rein them in and “keep the ambitions of the mind within the limits of 

order and silence and discard everything that could disturb the general organization” (70).   

The much-feared Third Department within Uvarov’s Ministry of Popular 

Education was exactly the “strong hand” that controlled the content of books printed in 

Russia and brought from abroad.  As Uvarov explained in his 1848 report, apart from 

“defending [Russian] literature from western Europe” and from the ideas of panslavism 

(74) that could potentially undermine the legitimacy of the government, the Third 

Department also worked to “guard the rights of writers and publishers” preventing 

intellectual piracy (73).  The new censorial committee, known as the Committee of the 

2nd of April, established by Nicholas I in response to the revolutionary events in Europe 

employed much harsher methods of control over literary production between 1848 and 

1855, dubbed “the epoch of censorial terror.”  Closures of journals and magazines, 

persecution of writers, university professors, and publishers on the slightest suspicion of 



 

 52  

political or religious dissent stalled the development of the literary sphere until the 

Emperor’s death in 1855.  Aleksandr Herzen’s Free Russian Printing House, set up in 

London in 1853, became a crucial outlet for Russian dissenting thought during the 

“censorial terror” and beyond.  His journals Полярная звезда (The Polar Star) and 

Колокол (The Bell) as well as books like Nikolai Ogarev’s Русская потаённая 

литература (Russian Secret Literature, 1861) and Записки декабристов (Decembrists’ 

Notes), edited by Herzen, were circulated clandestinely in Russia and made an important 

contribution to the intellectual discourse in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

 

The epoch of Argentina’s great openness towards Europe was also succeeded by a 

phase of cultural insularity and stagnation.  Repression, censorship, and exile of 

intellectuals under Juan Manuel de Rosas’s dictatorship led to a sharp decline in 

Argentine intellectual activity.45  The 1837 dissolution of the Literary Salon, which 

gathered the best liberal thinkers of the time, Esteban Echeverría, Alberdi, Domingo 

Faustino Sarmiento, José Mármol, and others, articulated the regime’s intolerance toward 

the liberal porteño opposition.  When Rosas’s famous motto, “Federation or Death” 

(Federación o Muerte), turned into a very real threat, many intellectuals fled Argentina to 

continue writing and publishing abroad, especially in Montevideo.46  Thus, several 

                                                 
45 Rosas’s secret police force, the Mazorca, was used for violent suppression of the dissenters.  A network 
of vigilantes and informers patrolling the streets and spying in the houses of suspicious porteños ensured 
the government’s control over the citizens. 
46 Mármol’s novel Amalia, published in Montevideo between 1851 and 1855, portrayed Argentine society 
during El Terror (Rosas’ dictatorship).  One of the most popular Argentine works of the nineteenth century, 
the novel articulated the national and political concerns through the captivating and tragic love story 
between a provincial noble woman and her porteño lover.  Doris Sommer argues convincingly that 
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foundational texts for Argentine literature and national identity, Echeverría’s “The 

Slaughterhouse” (El Matadero, 1839?) and Sarmiento’s Life in the Argentine Republic in 

the Days of the Tyrants; or, Civilization and Barbarism (Civilización y barbarie: vida de 

Juan Facundo Quiroga, y aspecto físico, costumbres, y hábitos de la República 

Argentina, 1845) among others, were written and first published abroad.  The latter is 

especially significant as a blueprint for Argentina’s national development (at least in its 

liberal variant), as Sarmiento, whose political ambition inspired much of his writing, 

intended to uncover the root of all Argentina’s troubles and propose the path for its 

successful future within the familiar dichotomy of civilization and barbarism.  Among 

other things, Sarmiento attacked Rosas for forcing Argentine intellectuals into exile and 

silencing the press.  It was in 1832 that Rosas issued the decree that subjected all 

periodicals and books to strict censorship and stipulated that no printing press could be 

established without governmental approval, effectively placing all printed materials under 

his direct control.   

 
To the eye of the French traveler and writer, Xavier Marmier, who visited both 

Russia and Argentina, in 1842 and 1850, respectively, Russians enjoyed much more 

freedom under the oppressive Emperor than did Argentines under Rosas.  “In St. 

Petersburg and Moscow,” wrote the traveler, 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Amalia’s inevitable love affair with the Buenos Aires boy will signal a national rapprochement between 
center and periphery” (99). 
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I could obtain with few formalities the books that were most hostile to the Tsar’s 
government.  In Buenos Aires, one can hardly mention the name of a prohibited 
author or title of a banned book in the bookstores.  Out of fear of tainting 
themselves, the booksellers do not have any works about geography or statistics 
related to the country. (98)   

 
This seemingly puzzling statement about the ease of obtaining prohibited books in 

Russia has a twofold explanation.  First, despite the enormous size of the censorship 

apparatus and dire consequences for those who wrote anything slightly suspicious, the 

rules and policies were not consistently enforced.  As a glaring example, Nikolai Gogol’s 

Ревизор (1836) (The Inspector General) was published and staged despite its criticism of 

the regime.47  Many censors themselves had liberal leanings, thus permitting works of 

dubious political allegiance in print.48   Secondly, it was customary for wealthy patrons to 

use a network of офени (peddlers), to obtain or sell books, including banned works.49 

Marmier’s conclusion that literature did not exist in Argentina resonated to a great extent 

with what Sarmiento expressed in Facundo, except the latter argued that if absent in 

Argentina itself, its literature flourished in exile, preparing the ground for the new 

political regime in Argentina.   

Typical productions of the period—compendiums of poetry and prose like El 

cancionero argentino (1837-1838) (The Argentine Songbook) and Mosaico literario 

(1848) (Literary Mosaic) in Argentina and Сто русских литераторов (1841) (One 

                                                 
47 Two important factors figured into the wide dissemination and popularity of the play:  the Tsar 
personally approved it, and Gogol’ denied that the play was critical of the Tsarist regime. 
48 Possibly, Alexander Nikitenko is the most prominent example of a highly educated and perceptive censor 
whose contribution to the advancement of Russian literature had been enormous.  For an incisive account 
of the epoch, see The Diary of a Russian Censor: Aleksandr Nikitenko, translated by Helen Saltz Jacobson. 
49 Ofeni used large, intricately designed bags for carrying their books, and could often easily hide 
contraband there.  For a colorful and historically reliable account of bookselling practices of the mid-
nineteenth century, see Nikolai Sveshnikov’s Vospominaniia propaschego cheloveka. 
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Hundred Russian Litterateurs) and Физиология Петербурга (1845) (Physiology of 

Petersburg) in Russia, among others—included many middling and politically neutral 

authors.50  These compilations played an important role in furthering the visibility of 

national literature in Russia and Argentina.   

The Petersburg publisher Aleksandr Filippovich Smirdin was uniquely successful 

in the dissemination and popularization of Russian literature during that period. 

Continuing the enlightening tradition of Novikov, Smirdin made it his life purpose to 

publish all Russian writers before his death; the resulting collection, One Hundred 

Russian Litterateurs, leather-bound and lavishly illustrated, remained unfinished as his 

affairs deteriorated towards the end of his life.51  Hailed as “the head and steward” of 

Russian literature,52 Smirdin maintained close friendships with most prominent Russian 

writers including Gogol’, Pushkin, Viazemsky, Odoevsky, and many others.  For several 

decades, his bookstore served as a semi-private meeting place for litterateurs.53    

He was also the first Russian publisher who initiated the process of 

professionalization of the industry by setting up a system of high honoraria for literary 

work, enabling writers to earn substantial income from their writing.  Vissarion Belinsky, 

an influential nineteenth-century literary critic, portrayed Smirdin as a catalyst of Russian 

intellectual life of the time: 

                                                 
50 In Julie Buckler’s opinion, this type of publications “initiate[d] a new literary practice of social 
inclusiveness in Russia” (12). 
51 “Дотоле не умру, пока всех русских писателей не издам” (qtd.  in Barenbaum 84). 
52 Belinsky, Vissarion. Sobranie sochinenii v 3-kh t. Vol 1.  Moscow, 1948, 83. 
53 Alexander Pushkin, who highly valued Smirdin’s contribution to Russian culture, immortalized the 
publisher in the following friendly epigram: “Коль ты к Смирдину войдешь,/ Ничего там не 
найдешь,/ Ничего ты там не купишь,/  Лишь Сенковского толкнешь/  Иль в Булгарина наступишь” 
(“If you enter Smirdin’s/ You will not find anything there,/ Nor will you meet anyone,/  You will only 
bump into Senkowski/ Or step into Bulgarin”). 
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Все от него и все к нему, он одобряет и ободряет юные и дряхлые таланты 
очаровательным звоном ходячей монеты; он дает направление и указывает 
путь этим гениям и полугениям, не дает им лениться, словом производит в 
нашей литературе жизнь и деятельность (Barenbaum 86) 

 

All rush from him and to him, he approves and encourages young and old talents 
with the charming clink of coins; he gives the direction and points the way to 
those geniuses and semi-geniuses, he does not let them be lazy, in a word, he 
generates life and activity in our literature. 

 
In the first half of the nineteenth century several book publishers (Vasily 

Plavil’schikov, the Glazunov family, and Smirdin) and their stores appeared for the first 

time in contemporary literature, a fact that evidences the centrality of their role in 

Russian literary life of the period the emergence of the book store as a space for various 

kinds of interactions, similar to parks and cafes in their accessibility and “publicness.”  

Osip Senkovsky’s story “Незнакомка: Статья для моего хозяина” (“A Stranger: An 

Article for my Owner”) written as a monologue of a satirical book of the Petrine period, 

featured Smirdin’s borrowing library and addressed directly Smirdin’s customers while 

exposing the changing tastes of Russian reading public over two centuries.54  The 

emerging image of the bookstore as a space of cultural importance also marked the new 

attitudes toward books and reading, its growing popularity and prominence in the 

national imagination. 

When Nicholas I unexpectedly died in 1855, Lev Tolstoy wrote in his diary: 

“Великие перемены ожидают Россию” (“Great changes are awaiting Russia”).55  

Indeed, after the death of the “gendarme of Europe” and the ascension of the liberal Tsar 

                                                 
54 Senkovsky, Osip. “Neznakomka: Stat’ia dlia moego khoziaina.” Knizhnye strasti: Satiricheskie 
proizvedenia russkikh i sovetskikh pisatelei o knigakh i knizhnikakh, 58-71. 
55 Tolstoy, Lev.  Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, Vol. 47. Moscow, 1937, 37. 
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Alexander II, Russia witnessed unprecedented industrialization and urbanization, the 

much-awaited emancipation of serfs, and a flourishing of intellectual life.  Even though 

the attempted regicide of 1866 slowed the processes of political progress, the intellectual 

climate remained propitious for the development of the literary public sphere.  In this 

context of unprecedented societal fluidity and modernization, there emerged the new 

radical intelligentsia known as разночинцы, a term which refers to their ordinary origin.  

The new readership’s demand for books in all disciplines, relaxation of censorship, and 

improvements in publishing technology resulted in rapid growth and development of the 

publishing industry.  Nikolai Sveshnikov, who rose from a street peddler to become one 

of the most knowledgeable book dealers in the second half of the nineteenth century, left 

a vivid account of those dazzling years:   

Шестидесятые годы, изобиловавшие разными реформами и полною 
свободою, были самыми блестящими для книжной торговли; в те годы 
книжная торговля, ничем еще не стесняемая, доставляла большую пользу 
своим производителям, почему многие из мелких книжников и нажили 
капиталы.  Это главным образом происходило оттого, что спрос на книги во 
всех классах развивался, а книгопродавцев, как крупных, так и мелких, 
сравнительно с настоящим временем, было менее, чем наполовину; да 
притом же и не было такой массы периодических изданий, которыми 
теперь, в большинстве, удовлетворяется публика, а книжная торговля 
тормозится (191)   

 

The sixties, abounding in various reforms and complete freedom, were the most 
dazzling for book selling; during that time book selling, not yet limited by 
anything, brought large profits to their producers, so that many smaller 
booksellers acquired considerable wealth.  That happened mainly because the 
demand for books grew in all [social] classes, and there were less than half both 
big- and small-scale booksellers as compared to the current situation, and besides, 
there was not such a mass of periodicals that now satisfy the public and slow 
down book selling. 
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The 1860s was also the time when “new readers,” including workers and peasants 

who had recently learned to read, became the new target of publishing companies.  

Thanks to the efforts of the numerous successful booksellers, publishers, and printers in 

Petersburg, including the Glazunov family, Adolf Marx, and Mavrikii Vol’f, Petersburg 

kept its position as the cultural capital and the center of the publishing industry: the 

journalist Vasilii Mikhnevich claimed that in 1877 forty-five percent of the books 

published in Russia came from Petersburg.  Petersburg, in his view, was “the 

concentration point” of Russian intellectual life, responsible for the dissemination of 

“new ideas, new concepts, and knowledge, which are ordered from the capital “along 

with fashionable hats and frock-coats of the latest cut” (cited in Buckler 13).  

Under the new liberal governments of Bartolomé Mitre and then Sarmiento in 

Argentina, intellectual life flourished, and publishing entered its golden age.  Rafael 

Alberto Arrieta’s description of the decade matched those of the Russian writers with 

surprising precision:  

El pensamiento fluye, se expande, se encauza: todas las opiniones tienen tribuna; 
el diario y el libro circulan sin trabas; se multiplican las bibliotecas; la educación 
pública se organiza desde el aula elemental a los claustros universitarios. (105) 

 

Thought flows, expands, finds direction: all opinions have an outlet; the 
newspaper and the book circulate without trouble; libraries multiply; public 
education is organized from the elementary classroom to the university lecture 
hall. 
 

In Argentina, as in Russia, the surge of interest in philosophy, history, economics, 

law, and other spheres of human knowledge created great demand for all kinds of 
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literature.  Peculiarly, also as in Russia, publishing in the second half of the nineteenth 

century had not reached the level of narrow specialization it enjoyed in Western Europe.  

Ernesto Quesada asserted that even in 1883 Argentina still lacked professional editors: 

Aquí no hay—con escepción [sic] de rarísimos ejemplos—editores que puedan 
llamarse propiamente así, es decir, que conciban tal ó cual empresa, encarguen á 
tal ó cual escritor haga un libro ó artículo en determinado sentido, le paguen su 
trabajo, lo impriman, lo hagan circular y lo coloquen ventajosamente.  Solo así 
recibiría verdadero impulso la literatura nacional, pues el trabajo intellectual, 
trabajo difícil si los hay y que requiere considerable capital de conocimientos 
anteriores… (qtd in Sagastizábal 42) 

 

With the exception of the rarest examples, here there are no editors who can call 
themselves such, that is, who start an enterprise, commission a writer to write a 
book or an article in a particular sense, pay for his work, print it, circulate it, and 
place it profitably.  Only in this way would the national literature receive the real 
impulse, since intellectual labor is a difficult one and requires considerable capital 
of previous knowledge… 
 

Many a publisher and editor in both countries shared the trajectory which took 

them from selling books to editing them, like Pedro García, the founder of the famous 

publishing house El Ateneo, and Valeriano Abeledo.  One exception that Quesada 

referred to was probably Carlos Casavalle, dubbed “the editor by antonomasia of the 

national culture” (Ugarteche 394).  Like the above-mentioned Russian publishers, 

Casavalle’s devotion to the cause of disseminating works of Argentina’s thinkers earned 

him a fame that survived beyond his death.  Mitre, Parish, Sarmiento, Echeverría, and 

Juana Manuela Gorriti were just some of the authors published by Casavalle, who also 

edited various magazines, including La Revista de Buenos Aires and Revista del Río de la 

Plata.  Yet many others, like Pablo Emilio Coni, Carlos Mathon, and Fermín Torrado 
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published a wide variety of foreign and Argentine works that catered to the newly 

emerging readership, which included European immigrants and newly literate lower 

classes.  The great demand for books led to a sharp increase in the number of publishing 

enterprises: by 1879, Buenos Aires boasted 33 printing houses (Ugarteche 378).  One of 

the difficulties encountered by Argentine publishers was competition with European 

publishing houses.  The measures to protect the Argentine publishing industry, proposed 

by La Sociedad Tipográfica Bonaerense (the Printing Society of Buenos Aires) during the 

1870s, were only partly effective against large European companies like Ackermann and 

Larousse.     

It was the literary supplements to the national newspapers that widely 

disseminated cheap editions of national and foreign works among readers with limited 

means, thus significantly broadening the literary public sphere in both countries.  Adolf 

Marx was the first publisher in Russia who offered the subscribers to his magazine Нива 

(Field) affordable editions of Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Ivan Bunin, Anton 

Chekhov, and many others.  In Argentina, La Biblioteca de la Nación (the Library of the 

Nation), published a wide variety of writers in all genres, from the adventure novels of 

Alexandre Dumas, Jules Verne, and Robert Louis Stevenson, to the European canonical 

works by Goethe, Shakespeare, and Henrik Ibsen, to novels by Tolstoy and Dostoevsky 

and Argentines Mitre, Sarmiento, and Benito Lynch.   

By the end of the nineteenth century, Russia and Argentina featured strong 

publishing industries, large reading publics, and unprecedented interest in social, 

political, and literary developments both at home and abroad.  The fully developed 
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literary public spheres, evidenced through various open literary readings and discussions, 

relatively free periodical press, stable demand for non-periodical production, 

professionalization of literary occupations, and entrance of previously excluded social 

classes into the cultural dialogue, signaled the arrival of the new epoch in both societies, 

the epoch of literary modernity. 
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Chapter Two: Between Cultural Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism 

…frente a Los Andes 
donde mi junada de asombro 
entreveró a Gorki con Barletta, 
a Mario Mariani con Gustavo Riccio, 
a Chejov con Nicolás Olivari 
cuando con dos monedas 
me compré “Versos de una…” 
que le editó Zamora a César Tiempo. 

Julián Centeya, “Boedo” 
 

…in front of “Los Andes,” 
where my surprised glance 
caught sight of Gorky with Barletta, 
of Mario Mariani with Gustavo Riccio, 
of Chekhov with Nicolás Olivari 
when with two coins 
I bought “Verses of one…,” 
which Zamora edited for César Tiempo. 

Julián Centeya, “Boedo” 
 

Unfolding in the fully developed literary public spheres, the debates around 

national identity and the future of national literature assumed unprecedented importance 

in twentieth-century Russia and Argentina.  Dramatic sociopolitical changes at home and 

abroad and unparalleled cultural openness could not but produce cultural anxieties and a 

new urge to define what it means to be Argentine or Russian.  Falling into two general 

trends—the conservative, nationalist rejection or acceptance of the increased cultural 

hybridization—the responses to modernity found their expression in the ideologies of 

cultural nationalism and cosmopolitanism.  I explore these ideologies to reveal their 

positive and negative tendencies for the literary public spheres in both countries.  

Building on the discussion of the characteristics of alternative modernity, I map out the 

field of cultural production in 1920s Russia and Argentina, focusing on the role of 
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publishers and other prominent cultural agents in promoting specific visions of national 

literature.   

 

In the first two decades of the twentieth century, Russia and Argentina saw full 

arrival of modernity in its alternative variation marked by intense industrial growth, 

urbanization, political unrest, and greater exposure to the world.  Broadly conceived, 

“‘modernity’ refers to modes of social life or organization which emerged in Europe from 

about the seventeenth century onwards and which subsequently became more or less 

worldwide in their influence” (Giddens 1991:16).  Whereas in Western Europe, these 

new modes of social life and the particular historical awareness gradually emerged with 

the Reformation, the Renaissance, the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century, 

and the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, the nineteenth-century Russians and 

Argentines were forced to articulate their national and cultural identity in a rapidly 

changing modern world without those preparatory historical stages.  As the construction 

of modernity includes the process of the formation of cultural/national identity and the 

construction of a sense of belonging, or ‘imagined community’ with its symbolic 

boundaries that define inclusion and exclusion (Hall 8), the modernizing projects in 

Russia and Argentina inevitably involved articulations of the nation’s place in the world.  

The need for a “non-teleological” conception of history that would take into 

consideration the regional manifestations of the process of modernization led to the 

emergence of the new approaches to modernity, which is still generally viewed as an 

obsession with the ideas of progress, change, and novelty, and characterized as “the 
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compression of time and space” and “deep undercutting of traditional habits and 

customs” (Giddens 1984) or the process of destabilization when “all that is solid melts 

into air,” to use Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’s expression.   

So how do we define modernity in the contexts of non-European societies?  Dilip 

Parameshwar Gaonkar proposes to use the term “alternative modernity” to emphasize the 

distinction between societal modernization and cultural modernity.  Whereas Western 

European cultural modernity at the end of the eighteenth century was more or less 

synchronized with social and industrial modernization and emerged as a reaction to the 

rise of the bourgeois, philistine middle-class ethos, in many non-European countries 

societal modernization and industrialization lagged behind cultural modernity for 

decades.   

However, by emphasizing only this kind of disparity between cultural and societal 

development, Gaonkar’s definition fails to foreground the challenges of non-Western 

self-identification that left an indelible mark on the form and content of the alternative 

modernities.  The core of Western modernity is an obsession with the new, the conflict 

between objective time and personal durée,56 the incessant questioning of the present, 

and ever-increasing intensity and complexity of human experience, including its political, 

cultural, and social dimensions.  By contrast, alternative, or non-Western, modernities are 

further complicated by the uneven and conflict-ridden processes of transculturation, or a 

                                                 
56 In Matei Calinescu’s authoritative study, aesthetic modernity represents a conflict between “the 
objectified, socially measurable time of capitalist civilization” and “the personal, subjective, imaginative 
durée, the private time created by the unfolding of the ‘self’” (5).   
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creative adaptation of the Western (dominant) culture by the non-Western societies.57  It 

is with these two dimensions in mind, namely, the gap between societal modernization 

and cultural modernity on the one hand, and transculturation, on the other, that I use the 

term alternative modernity when speaking about Russia and Argentina.     

 

In the early years of the twentieth century, social unrest erupted in both countries 

in the forms of workers’ strikes, intense political struggle, emergence of new politically 

active groups, and an all-pervading feeling of imminent change.  Art and culture were 

undergoing profound transformations as modernism exploded the traditional artistic 

forms from within.  Citing examples of Brazil and Mexico, García Canclini argues that in 

several Latin American countries cultural modernism gave the impulse and the repertory 

of symbols for nation-building (92).  What is often overlooked, however, is the 

importance of this two-way process of the formation of national identities in the twentieth 

century.  Nestor García Canclini convincingly argues that it was the need to articulate 

Latin Americans’ international experience that introduced the “modernizing vein” to 

visual arts, and literature of the continent: 

La primera fase del modernismo latinoamericano fue promovida por artistas y 
escritores que regresaban a sus países luego de una temporada en Europa.  No fue 
tanto la influencia directa, trasplantada, de las vanguardias europeas lo que suscitó 
la veta modernizadora en la plástica del continente, sino las preguntas de los 
propios latinoamericanos acerca de cómo volver compatibles su experiencia 
internacional con las tareas que les presentaban sociedades en desarrollo… (89-
90) 

                                                 
57 The Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz coined the term “transculturation” to replace the paired concepts 
of acculturation and deculturation that described the transference of culture in reductive fashion imagined 
from within the interests of metropolis.  The Uruguayan critic Angel Rama introduced the term into literary 
studies in his 1982 book Transculturación narrativa en América Latina. 
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The first phase of Latin American modernism was promoted by artists and writers 
who were returning to their countries after a period of time in Europe.  It was not 
so much the direct—transplanted—influence of the European vanguards that gave 
rise to the modernizing vein in the visual arts on the continent, but rather the 
questions of the Latin Americans themselves about how to make their 
international experience compatible with the tasks presented to them by 
developing societies… (50)   
 

As Argentina secured its position as one of the richest and most progressive 

nations in the world, its cultural contacts with the rest of the world greatly increased 

under its ambitious liberal governments. The ideological and aesthetic strategies and 

responses to cosmopolitanism as an inalienable part of modernity took shape as cultura 

de mezcla (the culture of blend), 

donde coexisten elementos defensivos y residuales junto a los programas 
renovadores; rasgos culturales de la formación criolla al mismo tiempo que un 
proceso descomunal de inportación de bienes, discursos y prácticas simbólicas. 
(Sarlo 28) 

 

where defensive and residual elements coexist with renovating programs; cultural 
features of the Creole formation at the same time as colossal process of 
importation of goods, discourses and practices.  

 
Similarly, in Russia the period of unprecedented cultural openness in the 

beginning of the twentieth century featured increased intellectual and artistic exchange 

with Europe, suffice it to mention the stunning success of Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets 

Russes in Paris and Marinetti’s contentious meetings with Russian Futurists. 

As the literary public sphere in Petersburg and Buenos Aires continued to develop 

and expand, new forms of sociability gained prominence in both cities. With traditional 
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salons and semi-private gatherings still quite popular, artistic and literary life in those 

cities gravitated towards more public, open venues such as cafés and cabarets which 

provided an open forum for discussion as well as for scandalous behavior that attracted 

much attention and energized literary life of the period.   The most famous of those 

venues in Petersburg, the cabaret Brodiachaya sobaka (Stray Dog), which existed from 

1911 to 1915, and then its successor, Prival komediantov (Comedians’ Rest) (1916-

1919), became a site of artistic innovation and a creative outlet that attracted the best 

writers, actors, and painters of the time.58  During the tumultuous decade of the 1910s in 

Petersburg, even dire shortages of food and basic necessities did not prevent cultural 

fermentation from happening.  In his controversial eyewitness account of the 

revolutionary events,  Ten Days that Shook the World (1917), John Reed documented 

with great excitement the way that the insatiable thirst for education, previously thwarted 

by the Tsarist government, finally actualized before and during the revolution in the form 

of “lectures, debates, speeches – in theatres, circuses, school-houses, clubs, Soviet 

meeting-rooms, Union headquarters, barracks…” (21).59   

                                                 
58  The emergence of cabaret as an enormously popular artistic venue happened in the 1880s in Paris 
(the internationally famous Chat Noir soon inspired similar establishments throughout Europe).  Segel 
argues that “the cabaret emerged then as the embodiment of a wish of artists to come together to share a 
common interest in art, to perform for each other, to entertain one another, and to experiment freely within 
the privacy of their own society without the rist of premature public or critical rejection” (44).  The Dadaist 
Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich, Poland’s the Zielony Balonik (Green Balloon), Letuchaya Mysh’ (Bat) in 
Moscow, and Petersburg’s earlier Krivoe zerkalo (Crooked Mirror), among others, served as precursors for 
avant-garde theater and literature of the 1920s, especially in its grotesque, or absurd dimensions and wide 
popular appeal.  For literary production of the famous Petersburg cabaret, see The Stray Dog Cabaret: A 
Book of Russian Poems, trans. by Paul Schmidt. NY: New York Review Books, 2007. 
59 Interestingly, women’s participation in the “frenzy” has been on a par with that of men, even if they 
chose “lighter” subjects: “Hordes of the female intelligentsia went to hear lectures on Art, Literature, and 
the Easy Philosophies” (20).   
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All Russia was learning to read, and reading – politics, economics, history – 
because the people wanted to know…  In every city, in most towns, along the 
front, each political faction had its newspaper – sometimes several.  Hundreds of 
thousands of pamphlets were distributed by thousands of organizations, and 
poured into the armies, the villages, the factories, the streets. […]  Russia 
absorbed reading matter like hot sand drinks water, insatiable.  And it was not 
fables, falsified history, diluted religion, and the cheap fiction that corrupts – but 
social and economic theories, philosophy, the works of Tolstoy, Gogol, and 
Gorky… (21)60   
 

Even before the October Revolution, the Bolsheviks made it their priority to 

increase literacy and expose the public to the “right” kind of reading materials.61  The 

low literacy rates among peasants and workers turned to their advantage, as the 

acquisition of literacy did not lead to intellectual independence at this crucial juncture of 

Russian history (Pethybridge 179); instead, it facilitated the imposition of the new kind of 

culture and the formation of approved reading habits (Lovell 14).  Immediately after the 

October Revolution, the Bolsheviks seized total control over all publishing matters.  Even 

if their pre-revolution intentions were to free the press and make it accessible to all 

democratic parties, it was quickly monopolized by the new government, and freedom of 

press was interpreted by Lenin as “liberation of the Press from the oppression of capital, 

nationalization of the paper-mills and presses” (Dinerstein 65).  Petersburg as the capital 

of “a whole nation in ferment and disintegration” (Reed 22) and the “cradle of the 

revolution” naturally became the epicenter of the new Soviet culture.  The replacement of 

                                                 
60 Many of the politically radical social-democratic books and pamphlets distributed generously among 
lower classes on the eve of the 1905 revolution and during the period of reaction, 1905-1917, were the fruit 
of many short-lived illegal printing presses in Russia or were smuggled into Russia from abroad.  However 
exciting, the history of the revolutionary printing history lies outside of the scope of this dissertation.  For 
illuminating documents, see Khrestomatiya, especially pp. []. 
61 On May 3, 1908, the Tsarist government issued a law setting a ten-year period for reforms in education, 
making provisions for free, compulsory primary education for children between eight and 12.  Thanks to 
these measures, the literacy rates did slightly increase.    
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the traditional set of relationships among authors, publishers, and readers by the state-

controlled non-commercial distribution of printed materials without consideration for 

consumer demands was obviously detrimental to the professional activities of writers and 

publishers.  As the books were not sold anymore, but rather distributed free of charge, 

bookselling virtually ceased to exist:  “In 1918, […] the number of titles published by 

private/co-operative publishers represented 57.6% of all published titles and 39.5% of all 

copies printed.  By 1920, the proportions had been reduced to 4.9% and 2.9%, 

respectively” (Dinerstein 67).  In fact, after the closure of most prerevolutionary 

periodicals (on the grounds of their bourgeois bias) and private publishing houses in 

1918, professional littérateurs who did not join Soviet establishments faced very 

imminent threats of hunger, detention, or forced labor.  As a result, many fled to the south 

of Russia, where the White Guard kept the Bolsheviks at bay, turning Rostov-on-Don, for 

example, into a new literary capital (Fel’dman 52-54).  

It was only in 1921 that literary life began to restore itself in Petersburg, by then 

renamed Petrograd and stripped of its capital status.62  Gleb Struve argues that the year 

1921 opened a new era in Soviet literature; among the factors that brought the change 

were “the reappearance of private publishing enterprises, the growth of book-printing and 

bookselling facilities, the resumption of cultural intercourse with the outside world, and 

                                                 
62  Katerina Clark attributes the gradual shift of the literary publishing to the new capital, Moscow, 
to increased funding and establishment of numerous thick journals.   “During NEP, Moscow and Leningrad 
assumed in cultural life the roles they were to have for most of the Soviet period, with Moscow as the 
center, the home of mainstream culture, and Petrograd as the home for peripheral or out-of-favor culture.  
Its journal the Star functioned as a medium through which fringe figures on the left (proletarian extremists) 
and the right (such as Pilnyak, Pasternak, and Mandelshtam) could publish.  While this situation afforded 
Petrograd the role of the more honorable, less compromised city, to some it seemed the town of the has-
beens” (Clark 153). 
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the entry into literature of many new writers” (34).63  The New Economic Policy (NEP), 

inaugurated in 1921, involved the suspension of the regime of War Communism and 

temporary return of private trade.  For the publishing industry it caused the opening or 

reopening of hundreds of private publishing companies; in Petersburg alone there were 

61 private companies in 1924, peaking in 1926 at 125 (out of 392) (Barenbaum 361). 

Overall, NEP spelled considerable improvement of quality of life, especially compared to 

the Civil War years (1917-1922) with their dire shortages of food, fuel, and other basic 

necessities, let alone such commodities as paper, and a new sense of hope for a better 

future.64  The spirit of new freedom encouraged writers to experiment with new forms 

and a wide range of topics, and “provided writers were not blatantly anti-revolutionary 

they were free to write what they wished” (Westwood 287).   

The literary public sphere of post-revolutionary Petersburg flourished in new 

forms of sociability; emphatically communal and educational in their nature, events like 

readings, lectures, discussions of literary works, and various courses all contributed to the 

vibrancy and “fermentation” of the city.  The new Bolshevik state sponsored many of 

those events, in addition to various public celebrations and parades.  One of the most 

prominent features of the literary life of the period both in Russia and Argentina was the 

                                                 
63  Catriona Kelly argues in her article “New Boundaries for the Common Good: Science, 
Philanthropy, and Objectivity in Soviet Russia” that 1921 marked another watershed “in the state’s 
relations with dissent”with the execution of the poet Nikolai Gumilev for his alleged monarchist 
connections (239). 
64 During her visit to the city, the Russo-American anarchist Emma Goldman noted the ghostly look of 
Petrograd:  “It was almost in ruins, as if a hurricane had swept over it. The houses looked like broken old 
tombs upon neglected and forgotten cemeteries. The streets were dirty and deserted; all life had gone from 
them. The population of Petrograd before the war was almost two million; in 1920 it had dwindled to five 
hundred thousand. The people walked about like living corpses; the shortage of food and fuel was slowly 
sapping the city; grim death was clutching at its heart” (12). 
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establishment of unique state-endorsed institutions of intellectual life, so-called “houses,” 

aimed at providing a space for literary activity and often giving their members room and 

board.  These houses, including the House of Arts, House of Littérateurs, and House of 

Scientists, quickly became the centers of Petersburg intellectual life of the 1920s and 

encouraged an ongoing literary conversation that otherwise would have occurred in the 

private space of a traditional salon or semi-private literary circle. 

 

The cultural life of Buenos Aires of the period was also pronouncedly public in 

nature and unfolded in a multitude of forms, including gatherings at cafés and cabarets, 

public lectures and readings, and traditional tertulias.65  Unlike those in Russia, the public 

literary and artistic events were rarely sponsored by the government, and unless 

organized by a neighborhood socialist or anarchist organization, had rather a commercial 

than educational nature.  During that time, Argentine tango emerged as a unique cultural 

phenomenon, born in the poor immigrant neighborhoods of Buenos Aires to be embraced 

by porteño elites before sweeping the world in the tango craze after its introduction to 

Paris in 1912.66  In Buenos Aires, the cabaret Armenonville (1910-1920) and Café 

Tortoni became the sites for artistic gatherings centered on the culture of tango.  Diverse 

forms of sociability, ranging from informal neighborhood gatherings, to lectures at the 

newly established libraries (Gutiérrez, Romero 39-44) to the networks of “men of honor 

                                                 
65Alberto Pineta’s memoirs, Verde memoria, if somewhat gossipy, is very informative about porteño 
literary life, focusing primarily on the journalistic activities and publishing houses of the beginning of the 
twentieth century. 
66 For a concise yet thorough analysis of the role of tango in Argentine culture and its articulation of 
gender, race, and class tensions, see Marta E. Savigliano’s article “Whiny Ruffians and Rebellious Broads: 
Tango as a Spectacle of Eroticized Social Tension” in Theatre Journal 47.1 (1995): 83-104. 



 

 72  

and culture” in elite social clubs like El Jockey Club and Club de Progreso,67  played an 

important role in articulating two visions of modern Buenos Aires, “la gran aldea” (Lucio 

V. López’s 1884 novel) and “París de la Plata.”  The literary life of the city was also 

rapidly transforming itself during the first two decades of the twentieth century as the 

first public institutions for promotion of Argentine literature, La Sociedad de Escritores 

(The Writers’ Society) and Casa del Escritor (The House of Writer), were founded by 

Roberto J. Payró, Leopoldo Lugones, Enrique García Velloso, and Alberto Ghiraldo.  

Although they did facilitate networking and exchange of ideas, these organizations never 

played the role of lifeline by providing food and board to its members, as did their 

counterparts in Russia.  Whereas only a handful of Argentine writers could afford to 

dedicate themselves exclusively to writing, these institutions laid the foundation for 

further development of the literary public sphere through the program of protection of 

publishing houses, author’s and journalist’s rights (Sagastizábal 55).   

 The university reform, initiated in Córdoba, Argentina in 1918, was another 

culturally significant event, which soon became a continent-wide revolution in the system 

of education, intended to make it unified and secular.  At the same time, the 

unprecedented numbers of immigrants, mostly from Southern and Eastern Europe (rather 

than Anglo-Saxon Europeans, so desirable for the improvement of the “Argentine race” 

according to Sarmiento) transformed all aspects of Argentine life and created profound 

tensions within society.  García Canclini distinguishes between two phases of 

                                                 
67 In Buenos Aires, El Jockey Club positioned itself as a Europeanizing, “civilizing” institution for high 
society, while El Club Progreso has a more political, nationalist agenda with opulent celebrations of 
nationally significant dates (Losada 555). 
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modernization in Argentina, the first led by the traditional elites and the second shaped 

by the emerging middle class and immigrants:  

A fines del XIX y principios del XX, impulsados por la oligarquía progresista, la 
alfabetización y los intelectuales europeizados; entre los años veinte y treinta de 
este siglo por la expansión del capitalismo, el ascenso democratizador de sectores 
medios y liberales, el aporte de migrantes y la difusión masiva de la escuela, la 
prensa y la radio… (81)  

At the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth, 
[modernization] was driven by the progressive oligarchy, alphabetization (sic), 
and Europeanized intellectuals; between the 1920s and 1930s by the expansion of 
capitalism, the democratizing ascent of the middle classes and liberalism, the 
contribution of immigrants, and the massive spread of schools, the press, and 
radio… (41) 

 
Thanks to these factors, the porteño society of the 1920s underwent profound 

transformations which led to the emergence of the unique cultura barrial, or 

neighborhood culture, organized around the network of clubs, self-development societies, 

and libraries (Romero 3-5).  Romero argues that it was precisely that part of the 

population, the educated lower middle classes, which became the main constituents of the 

quickly expanding reading public, whose insatiable hunger for knowledge provided a 

stable demand for printed materials.  Inevitably, the publishing industry was very directly 

impacted by these demographic changes, both from within, as many foreign-born 

publishers came to play central roles in the field, and from the outside as the new—and 

growing—reading public demanded a wide range of works in all areas of human 

knowledge.68   

  
                                                 
68  The literacy levels in Buenos Aires sky-rocketed to 93.36% by the mid-1930s.  In Russia the 
successes of the literacy campaign were not as spectacular, but still impressive: by the early 1900s most 
young men in major cities could read (Lovell 12). 
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It is quite obvious that sociopolitical conditions differed profoundly in Russia and 

Argentina in the first two decades of the twentieth century.  Argentina did experience 

social and political unrest expressed in a series of workers’ strikes during Roca’s and 

Yrigoyen’s rule, which brought much inspiration to the Argentine – and Latin American 

– littérature engagé of the 1920s.  However, neither the scale, nor consequences for the 

field of cultural production were as dramatic as the events of the Revolution of 1917 for 

Russian literary life.  Initially embracing the conciliatory strategy of non-intervention, the 

first Yrigoyen government (1916-1922) resorted to using the troops once the pressure 

from Argentine elites and foreign investors started to threaten his regime in 1917.  In 

January of 1919, the conflict escalated to the bloodshed of the La Semana Trágica (The 

Tragic Week), which began as a metal workers’ strike and grew into a general strike 

quickly suppressed by the police and armed forces, and then evolved into atrocious 

pogroms in the barrio del Once of Buenos Aires where many Russian Jewish immigrants 

lived.  The pogroms targeting Jewish immigrants for alleged revolutionary conspiracy 

were organized and carried out by the elite and middle-class members of La Liga 

Patriótica Argentina (the Argentine Patriotic League), an openly xenophobic right-wing 

organization.  The Yrigoyen government did not denounce the violent attacks on the 

immigrants; moreover, they encouraged vigilantes to keep order and singled out “the 

Russians” as especially dangerous promoters of the social unrest.69  

                                                 
69 Fernando Devoto argues that those “Russians” were actually Eastern European Jewish immigrants 
(355) whose acquaintance with the ideas of Marxism and anarchism made them most active political 
agitators. 
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Indeed, the Russian-speaking population of Argentina had been growing steadily 

since 1891, when “Еврейское Колонизационное Общество” (Jewish Settling Society) 

in Petersburg started its successful promotion of immigration to Argentina as a way to 

escape the hardships and discriminatory politics of the Tsarist government.  Food 

shortages in 1891 also prompted many Russian peasants to seek better fortune in South 

America, especially in Brazil and Argentina.  Whereas the Russian government allowed 

Jews to emigrate, it disapproved of the peasants’ departure (Dik 15).  In general, many 

peasants returned after earning resources that would allow them some degree of financial 

freedom in Russia (Dik 16), while for many Russian Jews the departure to Argentina was 

permanent, as they became peasants in rural areas, or settled in large cities, primarily in 

Buenos Aires.70  The experiences of this new rural segment of the Argentine society, the 

“Jewish gauchos,” were described in Alberto Gerchunoff’s acclaimed eponymous novel 

of 1910.71  The Russian Orthodox Church, established by the Russian government in 

Buenos Aires in 1888, became a cultural and social center for non-Judaic Russian 

immigrants.72  Cultural and political contacts between Argentina and Russia intensified 

between 1910 and 1913, as Russia participated in the Buenos Aires Exposición 

Internacional (International Fair) in 1910, established its first Consulate General in 

Buenos Aires in 1913, and opened “Южное Русское Общество пароходства и 

                                                 
70 Evgenii Dik estimates that of the 100,000 Russian Jews living in Argentina in 1913, about 25,000 were 
peasants, and approximately 50,000 lived in Buenos Aires (16). 
71 Given his political views, it is not surprising that Gerchunoff proposed the ways in which Jewish 
immigrants from Tsarist Russia could be successfully assimilated into Argentine society.  In Los gauchos 
judíos (The Jewish Gauchos), he described how societal and institutional pressures combining forces with 
the immigrants’ personal desire to assimilate and pursue a better life in the process of cultural conversion 
and integration. 
72 For the role of the church in the life of the Russian immigrant community, see Dik, Evgenii. “Russkaya 
pravoslavnaya tserkov’ na La-Plate v kontse XIX-pervoi polovine XX vv.”  Latinskaya Amerika. 8 (1991). 
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торговли” (South Russian Association for Steam Navigation and Trade) in Odessa to 

improve its communications with Argentina and Brazil.  By the beginning of World War 

I (1914-1918), 120,000 immigrants from the Russian Empire lived in Argentina (Dik 16).   

The contribution of the Eastern European Jewish immigrants to the cultural and 

political life of Argentina has been enormous, as they became important promoters of 

novel ideas and cultures in their new home country.  Argentina’s socialist movement has 

been particularly influenced by the Eastern European immigrants, eventually gaining 

much popularity and emerging as an important force in sociopolitical processes of the 

first decades of the twentieth century.  Although it never became a major political force 

as it did in Russia, the Argentine Socialist Party, El Partido Socialista, formed in 1894, 

attracted many intellectuals and left a lasting imprint on the literary public sphere of the 

1920s.  The influence was threefold: espoused by the Boedo group, leftist ideas shaped 

the literary debates of the twenties; left-wing publishers disseminated socialist thought 

through a wide range of works by Argentine and foreign writers; and, finally, the socialist 

groups organized public lectures, personal development clubs, and other educational 

activities for workers and immigrants living in poor neighborhoods of Buenos Aires.  The 

emergence of politically and culturally active neighborhood culture of the 1910s and 

1920s, cultura barrial, was the result of those efforts. 

The party’s one-time ardent member, Leopoldo Lugones,73 exerted much 

influence on the political thinking of the period through a number of statements published 

                                                 
73  Lugones’s association with the party was short lived.   By 1900, he was already working as the 
head of the department of Inspection and Control in the government of the anti-socialist Julio A. Roca.  
Later he worked on the massive educational reforms intended to naturalize the immigrants, and toward the 
end of his life became an extreme right winger. 
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in his short-lived socialist newspaper, La Montaña, and elsewhere.  Much like his 

European ideological counterparts, Lugones denounced all the traditional pillars of 

Argentine society – Church, family, army, and the government: 

Protestamos de todo el orden social existente: de la República, que es el Paraíso 
de los mediocres y de los serviles; […] de la Patria, supremamente falsa y mala, 
porque es hija legítima del militarismo; el Estado, que es la maquinaria de tortura 
bajo cuya presíon debemos moldearnos como las fichas de una casa de juego […].  
Contra todas esas mayúsculas del convencionalismo social, contra todas esas 
cadenas protestamos nosotros que somos encadenados (“La fiesta del 
proletariado,” La Montaña. May 1st, 1897).   

  

We protest against the whole existing social order: the Republic, which is a 
paradise of the mediocre and the servile; […] the supremely false and evil 
Homeland, since it is a legitimate daughter of militarism; the State, which is a 
machine of torture under whose pressure we have to shape ourselves like parts of 
a playhouse […].  We, the enfettered, protest against all those capitalized social 
conventions, against all those chains.  

 
The target of Lugones’s rage was the regime of Julio A. Roca, who stayed in 

power personally or by proxy through a series of fraudulent elections from 1880 to 

1904.74   Succinctly formulated in the motto “paz y administración” (“peace and 

administration”), his controversial legacy included separation of Church from State, 

massive educational reforms, building of national infrastructure, including the railway 

system, and the introduction of civil registry.  In the early 1900s, his government 

violently crushed several workers’ strikes and introduced new laws to prevent immigrants 

from “disrupting the order”: the notorious “residency law” stipulated that foreigners who 

disturbed the public order were to be deported.  Consequently, the socialist movement 

                                                 
74  In 1904, Manuel Quintana, Roca’s handpicked successor, came into power. 
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grew increasingly popular among the lower classes and gained more political power and 

cultural visibility.  

Indeed, the Bolshevik Revolution turned into a strong divisive point in the literary 

public sphere in Argentina, raising questions about the very nature of literary practice and 

setting groups of intellectuals against each other.75  Beatriz Sarlo compares the impact of 

the revolution for the Argentine literary life and the consequent debates about 

Argentina’s identity to the infatuation with all things new, with the future and new 

societal and artistic possibilities, and contrasts it to the vastly popular ideology of cultural 

nationalism: 

[e]n la Argentina, la Rusia soviética propone tópicos que van a ser, para los 
intelectuales de la izquierda, tan decisivos como las preocupaciones nacionalistas 
de los escritores del 900.  Si éstos se afanaron por fundamentar una identidad 
argentina futura en la promoción de valores arraigados en el pasado, que parecían 
caer bajo la amenaza de la inmigración y el cosmopolitismo, los nuevos 
intelectuales de la izquierda encuentran en la gesta del proletariado ruso un vector 
que los conduce no al pasado sino al futuro. […] (Sarlo 123) 

  

In Argentina, Soviet Russia proposes topics which are going to be so decisive for 
the intellectuals of the left like the nationalist preoccupations of the Centenary 
writers.  If the latter worked to lay the foundation of the future Argentine identity 
in the promotion of values rooted in the past that seemed to crumble under the 
threat of immigration and cosmopolitism, the new intellectuals of the left 
encountered in the feats of Russian proletariat a vector which led them not to the 
past but to the future. 

 
                                                 
75  In his impassioned speech in front of the students, José Ingenieros addressed those issues as 
inevitable beginners’ mistakes, excesses of terror and apparent contradictions that should not mar the 
successes of the revolution.  In Aníbal Ponce’s rendition of his speech, “for those who follow the course of 
history with a panoramic vision which ignores the details, the Russian Revolution shows the world the 
advent of social justice” (“Para quien sigue el curso de la historia  con la visión panorámica que ignora los 
detalles, la Revolución Rusa señala en el mundo, el advenimiento de la justicia social” [quoted in Sarlo 
122]).   
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The growing influence and popularity of imported ideas in Argentina, including 

socialism, together with the “immigrant invasion” was perceived as a threat to 

argentinidad by many proponents of the traditional oligarchic government, “true 

Argentines,” whose fear of diversity, bordering on outright paranoia, manifested itself in 

a wide range of publications and crystallized in the ideology of the right-wing version of 

cultural nationalism.76  The Centennial Generation, which included Manuel Gálvez, 

Alberto Gerchunoff, Ricardo Rojas, Ricardo Olivera, Emilio Becher, and others, shaped 

the ideology that in many ways inspired the political developments leading to the 1930 

coup d’état.  Leopoldo Lugones, given all his ideological differences with the movement, 

expressed similar concerns over the loss of spiritual values and envisioned a similar plan 

for Argentina’s successful future.  Some publishers of the time embraced the ideology of 

cultural nationalism in these countries to play a central role in forging distinct national 

literature in accordance with their country’s cultural mission. 

The ideas of cultural nationalism proved to be highly relevant in various 

sociocultural settings at diverse historical junctures.  Recent studies of cultural 

nationalism examine it as philosophical trends and sets of practices ranging from extreme 

right policies aimed at supporting the dominance of “pure national culture” to attempts at 

preservation of national language, customs, and literature as an integral part of complex 

                                                 
76  José María Ramos Mejía in his popular positivist sociological study of the Argentine society Las 
multitudes argentinas: estudio de psicología colectiva (1899), reflected a widely held view that the 
immigrant was a “shapeless protoplasm” whose uncouth manners, “watery” brain, and crude appearance 
seems comical and out of place in the refined capital.   Whereas that first generation can only participate in 
the most primitive aspects of Argentine life, appropriate patriotic education holds promise of turning 
immigrant children into proper citizens of the republic: “In our country, which is still in its formative stage, 
the children of immigrants, the most genuine fruit of our national environment, give us a first vague 
manifestation of our future nationality as it is in modern Argentina…” (The Argentina Reader 184). 
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cultural processes.  Unlike earlier studies that sought to foreground its regressive nature 

and negative impact on culture, recent studies emphasize its constructive nature that 

“makes a positive contribution to the task of nation building—in other words, to the 

identification, political organization and unification of the community within a given 

territory” (Hutchinson 30).77  In both countries the rhetoric of cultural nationalism and 

awareness of the country’s unique character and destiny came as a reaction to the 

perceived decadence of godless, materialist European civilization, as well as an attempt 

to contain “chaos” brought about by cultural openness, cosmopolitanism, and 

immigration.  Flourishing between the World Wars, the doctrine of cultural nationalism 

stemmed from German Romanticism, specifically from Johann Gottfried von Herder’s 

unfinished Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (1784-91).  Three key 

concepts of Herder’s theory most commonly used by the twentieth-century cultural 

nationalists are Volk, or people perceived as a distinct group with its own mental and 

behavioral peculiarities, emerging organically from time immemorial; Kulturauftrag, or a 

cultural mission that is specific to each people; and Volksgeist, the national spirit or soul 

which manifests itself in folk culture. 

As a reaction against the universalist vision of the linear historical development of 

nations through the same stages until they reach the enlightened stage of rationality and 

progress à la advanced European nations, cultural nationalism emerged as a celebration 

of “a humanity naturally divided into unique, autonomous and integrated territorial 

                                                 
77 Hutchinson’s vision contradicts the traditional view of cultural nationalism as a regressive force that 
emerges in backward societies as a response to the arrival of Western, scientific modernity to compensate 
for feelings of inferiority (see, for example, the pioneer of this view, Hans Kohn, and, more recently, Ernest 
Gellner). 
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communities, each with its peculiar laws of growth and decay” (Hutchinson 3).  A nation 

perceived as an organic entity, as a family driven by its unique creative force (Herder 50-

59), lives according to its own life principle and can be grasped intuitively through the 

various manifestations of the national spirit.  Consequently, the ideology’s most vocal 

proponents are historians and artists, who trace repeating mythic patterns of triumph and 

disaster to narrate the history of the nation with its founding myths, heroes, and particular 

historical mission.  Thus, the keen interest in archaeology, folklore, and other sciences 

that help to unearth and recreate the national past swept across the countries.  “Normally 

a decentralized educational movement” (Hutchinson 41), it is integrative, and yet anti-

democratic in the way that it emphasizes individual differences—occupational, sexual, 

and religious—as incompatible with the universal citizenship rights, and it is precisely 

the adherence to that concept that allowed Argentine intellectuals to divorce national 

identity from the ideas of citizenship and popular sovereignty (DeLaney 630).  It is 

precisely this anti-democratic potential of cultural nationalism that allows us to draw 

another parallel between Russian and Argentine cultural processes of the 1920s and 

1930s.    

Hutchinson foregrounds two educated groups instrumental for cultural 

nationalism: the intellectuals, mostly historical scholars and artists, who formulate the 

ideology and establish the first institutions, and a rising secular intelligentsia, attracted to 

the ideas of cultural nationalism (9).  As a movement that functions independently from 

political nationalism (9), it can emerge and flourish in the societies with an 

underdeveloped political public sphere, such as Argentina and Russia.  Emphasizing the 
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need for the moral regeneration of the nation and drawing on the common historical past 

as a source of inspiration (rather than often-problematic ethnic unity), cultural nationalists 

acted as “moral innovators” (Hutchinson 30), working against the ossified forms of 

cultural traditionalism to modernize the whole society.  As a “defensive response by 

educated elites to the impact of exogenous modernization on existing status orders,” 

cultural nationalism sometimes results “in a reassertion of traditionalist values in the 

community” (Hutchinson 32), the tendency that appeared in both Russia under Stalin and 

Argentina under the military dictatorships of the 1930s.78 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, cultural nationalism became a 

widespread phenomenon in Spanish America, emerging especially prominently in Peru, 

Mexico, and Argentina.79  As a powerful instrument of national mythmaking, cultural 

nationalism found its practical implementation in Argentina in massive reforms of the 

educational system, designed to homogenize society and inculcate immigrants with a 

sense of patriotism.  As ethnic coherence was not possible, the basis of national sentiment 

found its source in the language, shared past (Latinidad), and religion.  Interpreting the 

legacy of José Enrique Rodó, Rubén Darío, and Spain’s Generation of 1898 in a 

markedly Romantic, Herderian vein, the Centennial Generation evidently renounced 

                                                 
78  It is important to note that cultural nationalist tendencies in Russia were endorsed by the Soviet 
government, whereas in Argentina, they rose in opposition to socialist groups, perceived as inherently 
foreign and cosmopolitan. 
79  Nicola Miller’s In the Shadow of the State gives an excellent comparative analysis of cultural 
nationalism in these three countries. 
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positivism with its belief in utilitarianism, science, and materialism, which dominated 

much of Argentine thought in the nineteenth century and especially during Roca’s rule.80   

The most prominent and influential ideologue of cultural nationalism, Ricardo 

Rojas, insisted on the spiritual, rather than ethnic, character of Argentine national 

identity, which allowed him to reclaim “the Spanish heritage of creole Argentina 

(provincial communities, Church and family) without welcoming the far-more-recent 

Spanish immigrants who were still arriving” (Miller 167).  Consciously parting from the 

traditional dichotomy of civilization and barbarism, Rojas introduced a new opposition 

between Indianism and exoticism, which stood for “everything native to Argentina, 

including the Spanish-descended Creoles” and “everything imported – from liberal ideas 

to French novels and English tea parties,” respectively (Miller 167).81  In Rojas’s 

reactionary vision, Buenos Aires as the cosmopolitan capital was the center of the exotic, 

pretentious, and inauthentic Argentina, standing in opposition to the provinces, which 

continued to preserve the national culture and authentic Argentine values in folklore, 

songs, and gaucho ballads, gauchescas.  As Rojas argued in his report on Argentina’s 

system of education, La restauración nacionalista, informe sobre educación (1909) (The 

nationalist restoration, a report on education), the root of Argentina’s problems was 

excessive heterogeneity brought about by the recent immigration that needed to be 

remedied by the introduction of Argentine history, geography, folklore, and other 

                                                 
80  Even though cultural nationalism is usually traced back to Romanticism and perceived as a break 
with positivism, DeLaney argues that its Argentine variety builds on the legacy of the nineteenth-century 
positivism (629). Links and continuities in the dominant discourses on nationhood in the nineteenth century 
and the twentieth-century cultural nationalists are discussed in her article “Imagining ‘El Ser Argentino’.” 
81  For an in-depth discussion of Rojas’s thinking, see Miller (especially pp. 166-173) and Glauert’s 
“Ricardo Rojas and the Emergence of Argentine Cultural Nationalism.” 
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subjects in public schools. His 1910 book, La argentinidad, explored the very core of 

Argentine identity, and formulated Argentina’s Kulturauftrag as the leader of American 

peoples towards the New World civilization (Glauert 4).  Importantly, Rojas believed in 

the productive union of masses and educated elites: the masses embodied the 

autochthonous elements, the national soul, while elites represented the European, 

cosmopolitan spirit.  A person of considerable cultural influence, Rojas founded the 

Institute of Argentine Literature and Folklore, was Dean of the Faculty of Philosophy and 

Letters at the University of Buenos Aires (1922-1926) and its rector (1926-1930).  

Another project aimed at establishing the history of Argentine literature was his four-

volume survey, La literatura argentina, which appeared between 1917 and 1922, 

dividing the history of Argentine literature into four phases, and claiming that Argentina 

was about to enter its golden age, the era of national literature.  Importantly, as Rojas 

proposed a liberal model that rejected xenophobia, his model for Argentine literary 

development was not insular and in fact embraced the positive impact that European 

literature had on the Argentine world of letters.  

Unlike Rojas, other Argentine cultural nationalists, who also had exerted much 

influence on the country’s national discourse during that time, were openly anti-

democratic in their public statements and writings.  Most notably, Leopoldo Lugones and 

Manuel Gálvez, the two most prominent figures in the Argentine literary scene of the 
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time, effected political change from their prominent positions as cultural agents at the 

center of the Argentine cultural production.82   

Gálvez, best known now as the author of the bestselling (and very controversial) 

novels La maestra normal (1914) (Schoolteacher) and Nacha Regules (1919), and one of 

the first Argentine litterateurs to make his living as a professional writer, dedicated his 

novel El diario de Gabriel Quiroga: Opiniones sobre la vida argentina (1910) (The diary 

of Gabriel Quiroga: opinions on Argentine life) to the exposition of his nationalist ideas.  

Much inspired by Herder’s cultural nationalism, Gálvez called for policies and attitudes 

that could be described as intolerant and xenophobic as ways of protecting intrinsic 

Argentine values of self-sacrifice, magnanimity, and mysticism against European and 

North American lack of spirituality.  In a particularly telling passage, Gálvez called upon 

the spiritual police to defend Argentina from cosmopolitism that threatened to erase 

Argentina from the political map: 

La urgencia de afianzar el sentimiento de la nación y los peligros de que el 
cosmopolitismo haga desaparecer a la república del mapa político, imponen 
algunas violencias que es preciso realizar aun en delito de falta a la Constitución y 
a ciertos deberes humanitarios. Para este objeto la mejor medida de policía 
espiritual sería expulsar del país a todos los apóstoles de religiones extranjeras y 
de doctrinas sociales internacionalistas. (95-96) 

 

The urgency to strengthen the national sentiment and the danger that 
cosmopolitism will make the republic disappear from the political map impose 
certain violations which are necessary to implement even if against the 
Constitution and certain humanitarian obligations.  For that objective, the best 
measure of the spiritual police would be to expel from the country all the apostles 
of foreign religions and internationalist social doctrines. 

                                                 
82  Lugones and Gálvez were so popular that during the period they competed to be “the nation’s 
leading literary figure” (Lindstrom 42).   
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From the point of view of his endorsement of Herder’s ideas, Gálvez’s eventual 

support of the 1930 military coup was not surprising, and it could be glimpsed as early as 

1910, when he advocated the violation of the Constitution and individual rights when the 

interests of the nation are at stake: “The individual is no longer the fundamental thing, but 

rather the collective, or better the State that represents and contains the individual” (cited 

in DeLaney 650).  Like other cultural nationalists, he saw the provinces as the repository 

of authentic Argentine values and Buenos Aires as the center of corrupting 

cosmopolitanism and embodiment of the porteño elite’s disdain of provincial intellectuals 

and its long-standing liberal, Europeanizing, anti-Iberian thinking.   

 
Lugones can be credited for singlehandedly elevating José Hernández’s narrative 

poems El gaucho Martín Fierro (1872) and Vuelta de Martín Fierro (1879) (The Return 

of Martin Fierro) to the status of national epic in a series of 1913 public lectures in the 

Odeón theater.83   According to Lugones, the gaucho was the ultimate archetype of 

argentinidad, and not incidentally, Argentina’s most prominent leaders, Sarmiento and 

Mitre, were well-versed in gaucho arts.  Unlike Sarmiento, whose quite overt admiration 

of the gaucho and his prowess did not prevent him from identifying the source of 

barbarism in this son of the Pampa, Lugones dubbed gaucho “el héroe y el civilizador de 

la Pampa” (49) (“the hero and civilizer of the Pampa”), extolling him as a hero of epic 

                                                 
83 Lugones was not original in his glorification of gauchos.  Alberdi saw gauchos as an inextricable part of 
the Argentine national identity.  In his later essays (1860s) he sees caudillismo as a “badly organized 
democracy” that is still better than the “democracy of the intelligentsia” (cited in Shumway 183).  Ernesto 
Quesada’s 1902 essay “El criollismo en la literatura argentina” traced “criollismo” back to the genre of 
gauchescas, admitting that the vast majority of its authors was not gauchos (143). 
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proportions.84  Analyzing these epic poems as foundational texts for Argentine culture, 

Lugones played the self-imposed role of a conduit for the “national spirit,” since the poet 

has predestination of “elemento representativo de la vida heroica en su raza” (44) (“the 

element representative of the heroic life of its nation”), as he later formulated it in his 

book El payador (1916).  By claiming the poet’s unique ability to understand the nation, 

Lugones’s argument also sought to elevate the prestige of the writer’s profession and 

demarcate his prominent position within society.  Drawing on the example of Hellenic 

culture (much venerated by Herder, of course), Lugones argued that poetry was the most 

important matter for any country worthy of civilization (44), and culture in general was 

the source of human dignity and value, measured, quite surprisingly for this discourse, in 

productivity: “el hombre vale más, positivamente hablando, cuanto más culto es; porque 

así produce más” (44) (“the more cultured a man is, the more valuable he is, positively 

speaking, since that way he produces more”).85  This curious coexistence of the Romantic 

notion of preeminence of poetry over all other matters with the utilitarian concern for 

productivity reads much like Soviet discourse on the qualities of the new Soviet man 

whose level of culture obtained from reading the classics and “politically correct” (Party-

approved) contemporary literature would make him a better, more productive, and more 

responsible member of society.  This utopian vision of the perfect Soviet person, as far-

removed into the future as Lugones’s ideal, homogenized Argentine people, represented 

                                                 
84 Florida’s appropriation of the name Martín Fierro for its main ideological outlet, the magazine Martín 
Fierro, will be discussed in chapter three. 
85  In one of his 1923 speeches, Lugones notoriously blamed the immigrants for bringing discord 
into supposedly harmonious Argentina: “We wanted to fulfill the mission of our fathers, making our 
Homeland into what it should be: the great accord.  Discord was brought to us from outside” (“Nosotros 
hemos querido cumplir el mandato de nuestros padres, haciendo de esta Patria lo que debe ser: una gran 
concordia.  A la discordia nos la han traído de afuera”) (qtd in Olea Franco 67). 
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the same elitist belief in the ability of a small group endowed with cultural capital to 

direct and instruct the masses, and emerged as a powerful myth-making tool in the 

Argentine and Soviet cultural politics in the 1930s. 

Soviet literature of the 1920s also had its “gaucho” in the disguise of the freedom-

loving, fiercely independent, and culturally distinct Cossacks whose special status 

granted to them by Catherine II placed them in a historically marginal and geographically 

peripheral position between peasants and landed gentry on the borders of the Russian 

Empire.86   This closely-knit community with a lifestyle based on agricultural and 

military activities fascinated many Russian writers, but it was under the Soviets, when 

Cossacks’ very way of life was vanishing, that they were turned into mythic figures akin 

to gauchos in Argentina.87  Mikhail Sholokhov’s wildly popular epic novel Tikhii Don 

(1928) (Quiet Flows the Don) nostalgically and compassionately portrayed the split 

within the Cossack community and loss of its traditions brought about by the October 

Revolution and the Civil War.  Published on the eve of Stalin’s disastrous sploshnaya 

kollektivizatsiia (complete, or thorough collectivization) campaign of 1929-1933, which 

led to famine and physical destruction of the Cossack communities, the novel became the 

                                                 
86  Fiction and non-fiction on the Cossacks is very extensive.  Pushkin, Gogol’, and Leo Tolstoy 
were just some of the nineteenth-century Russian writers who left vivid accounts of the Cossacks.  Among 
the most recent studies of the group, see Christophe Wiztenrath’s Cossacks and the Russian Empire, 1598-
1725: Manipulation, Rebellion and Expansion into Siberia. Hoboken : Taylor & Francis, 2007; and A. 
Lazarev’s Donskie kazaki v grazhdanskoi voine 1917-1920 gg.: istoriografiia problemy. Moscow: KMTS 
Prikladnoĭ ėtnografii Instituta ėtnologii i antropologii RAN, 1995 (Don Cossacks during the Civil War 
[1917-1920]: the historiography of the problem). 
87  Their ethnicity was yet another point of convergence between Cossacks and gauchos: as Olea 
Franco argued, “despite living at the border, the gaucho belonged to the Creole society, since he was 
neither Spanish, nor indigenous” (“no obstante habitar en la frontera, el gaucho pertenecía a la sociedad 
criolla,  puesto que no era ni español, ni indígena”) (81).  Similarly, the Cossacks’ Russian and Ukrainian 
roots were not perceived as ethnically distinct from those of the mainstream Russian population. 
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monument to their vanishing culture.88  The clash between the new, “modern” Soviet 

state and old, traditional culture of Cossacks figured prominently in Konstantin Fedin’s 

novel Brat’ia (1928) (Brothers), analyzed in Chapter Three. 

The Peruvian thinker José Carlos Mariátegui praised Argentine literature (and 

especially its “most modern” writer, Jorge Luis Borges) for precisely that combination of 

“modern and varied cosmopolitan influences” and preservation of the “gaucho spirit”: 

 

Hoy mismo la literatura argentina, abierta a las más modernas y distintas 
influencias cosmopolitas, no reniega su espíritu gaucho.  Por el contrario, lo 
reafirma altamente.  Los más altruistas poetas de la nueva generación se declaran 
descendientes del gaucho Martín Fierro y de su bizarra estirpe de payadores.  Uno 
de los más saturados de occidentalismo y modernidad, Jorge Luis Borges, adopta 
frecuentemente la prosodia del pueblo (Siete ensayos de interpretación de la 
realidad peruana, Schwartz 535).  

 

Right now Argentine literature, open to the most modern and varied cosmopolitan 
influences, does not reject the gaucho spirit.  To the contrary, it highly reaffirms 
it.  The most altruistic poets of the new generation declare themselves the 
descendants of the gaucho Martin Fierro and of his bizarre line of singers.  One of 
the writers most saturated with Occidentalism and modernity, Jorge Luis Borges, 
frequently adopts the prosody of the people (Seven Interpretive Essays on 
Peruvian Reality) 

 
Of course, the image of the gaucho lent itself easily to transformation into an 

archetype of Argentine culture, since by the 1920s he was more a figure of the past, 

sentimentally and nostalgically immortalized in Ricardo Güiraldes’s famous novel Don 

Segundo Sombra (1926).  Endorsed by Lugones and well-received by the avant-garde 

writers, the novel portrayed the gaucho as a character “rarified to a set of ethic and 

                                                 
88  From the 1930s onward, the Cossack culture was “preserved” in the form of kitsch folk dances. 
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esthetic values and a store of knowledge” who “vanishes from the Argentine scene 

without rancor and with dignity” (Lindstrom 75).  The novel completed the process of 

turning the gaucho into a national myth (Olea Franco 63). 

Idolization of a particular group of the society or cultural phenomenon is always 

problematic, especially when the group has been almost completely marginalized and/or 

exterminated and the allegedly folk genre has been actually created by educated city 

dwellers, as was the case with gauchesque poetry.   In his 1951 essay “El escritor 

argentino y la tradición” (“The Argentine Writer and the Tradition”), Borges debunks the 

status of gauchesque literature as one of the main outlets of authentically Argentine self-

expression.  In his typically paradoxical way, Borges argues that “la poesía gauchesca, 

que ha producido – me apresuro a repetirlo – obras admirables, es un género literario tan 

artificial como cualquier otro” (191) (“the gauchesque poetry, which has produced, I 

hurry to repeat, some admirable works, is a literary genre that is as artificial as any 

other”).  Furthermore, he insists that “el culto argentino del color local es un reciente 

culto europeo que los nacionalistas deberían rechazar por foráneo” (195) (“the Argentine 

cult of the local color is a recent European cult which nationalists must have rejected as 

foreign/alien”).89  Argentine writers, he contended, were in an advantageous position 

because entire Western culture was their own tradition, and yet the distance between 

them and European literatures allowed them a degree of irreverence which produced 

“fortunate consequences” in culture (201).   

                                                 
89 The realization of the artificiality (and foreignness) of the genre, of course, came to Borges in later years, 
and he himself searched for “local color” in his earlier works. 
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In Russia, the ideology of cultural nationalism found its initial realization in the 

works of Slavophiles in mid-nineteenth century.90  In the beginning of the twentieth 

century, a transformed Slavophilism emerged again as Eurasianism,91 and served as the 

inspiration for the Bolsheviks’ efforts to create the new progressive and cosmopolitan 

culture.  The Soviet Kulturauftrag was not so much the revival and regeneration of 

Russian culture, but rather the progressive mission of leading other nations, which did not 

differ much from the cultural nationalists’ task.92  This belief in unique cultural mission, 

which also included providing guidance to uneducated Russians by exposing them to the 

“right” kind of literature, has deep roots in Russian culture, and, as discussed in the 

preceding chapter, has been a task that the intelligentsia took upon itself in the nineteenth 

century.  In that sense, the October Revolution facilitated the full realization of the 

Russian intelligentsia’s cherished mission to elevate the lower classes, which closely 

resembled the guiding ambition of Argentine cultural nationalists. The resulting set of 

cultural measures and practices included vast educational reforms, massive literacy 

campaigns, promotion of public celebrations, and exposure to the best in national and 

world literature.93  Just as these homogenizing practices of cultural nationalism aimed at 

                                                 
90 For incisive discussion of the politics of cultural nationalism in Russia during the nineteenth century, see 
Susanna Rabow-Edling’s Slavophile Thought and the Politics of Cultural Nationalism. 
91 Some Slavophiles’ ideas found their second life in Eurasianism (evraziistvo) which flourished in the 
Russian émigré communities during the 1920s and 1930s.  It drew on Vasiliy Kliuchevskii’s idea that 
nature and environment play a major role in forming national identity (see his Russkaiia istoriia: polnyi 
kurs lektsii v trekh knigakh.  Moscow: "Mysl’", 1993) and the writings of Nikolai Trubetskoy and Georgii 
Vernadsky (Trubetskoy, Nikolai.  The Legacy of Genghis Khan and Other Essays on Russia's Identity Ann 
Arbor: Michigan Slavic Publications, 1991; and Novikova, L., and I. Sizemska, eds.  Rossiia mezhdu 
Evropoi i Aziei: evraziiskii soblazn : antologiia.  Moscow: "Nauka", 1993).  
92 I am grateful to Susanna Rabow-Edling for this insight. 
93 The Soviet authorities’ complex and contradictory attitude toward nationalism and national identity 
manifested itself especially clearly in the set of measures used to modernize non-Russian citizens of the 
Soviet Union, which included encouragement of cultural and economic advancement in clearly nationalist 
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the creation of non-ethnically defined Argentines, the policies of the Soviet authorities 

during the 1920s sought to create Soviet identity on the basis of shared cultural 

background, which included both Russian and foreign literature and art.  Jeffrey Brooks 

uses the term “culturism” to define these practices in pre-revolutionary Russia,94 

convincingly arguing that they were attractive to the upwardly mobile commoners who 

often referred to themselves as the “intelligentsia from the people” (317-18).  In this 

context, Russian literature came into view as a particularly powerful source of pride, as it 

expressed unique Russian values through the works of respected Russian littérateurs and 

supported the “true function of belles lettres […] to illuminate social reality and 

transform readers” (Brooks 318). 

The intelligentsia’s prevalent attitude toward the uneducated masses and popular 

culture fell into two categories: they either idolized folk virtues and found the repository 

of Russian Volksgeist in peasantry, or viewed their customs as superstitious and 

backward and in need of replacement with more progressive values (Brooks 321).   With 

the single solution being the policy of cultural containment and guidance, both attitudes 

revealed the intelligentsia’s deep-seated mistrust of the populace’s ability to make 

cultural choices and the perceived need to guide and instruct them.   

This generally condescending and edifying attitude of the intelligentsia toward 

uneducated strata of the society proved to be highly problematic in the years leading up 

                                                                                                                                                 
terms.  Astrid Tuminez singles out “two processes of modern nation-building” sponsored by the Soviet 
government and aimed at state cohesion: “one emphasized the creation of a supranational ‘Soviet’ nation, 
while the other focused on the institutionalization of ethnically based nations” (42).  On the problematic 
status of nationalism in the early Soviet Union and under Stalin, see E.A. Rees “Stalin and Russian 
Nationalism” in Russian Nationalism, Past and Present, 77-107. 
94 Initially, the term referred to Chinese cultural developments of the twentieth century. 
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to the October Revolution and afterwards.  The deep divide between the intelligentsia and 

the people was first widely discussed following the appearance of a collection of essays 

Вехи (Signposts) (1909) on the nature and destiny of Russian intelligentsia.  The authors 

of the collection rejected the ideology of the nineteenth-century revolutionaries with their 

inability to think freely and critically and their elevation of the people (narod) and its 

well-being as the ultimate goal of their existence.  Nikolai Berdiaev, Mikhail 

Gershenzon, Sergei Bulgakov, and others sharply criticized the Russian intelligentsia for 

its narrow-mindedness, intellectual and emotional immaturity, excessive idealism, and 

godlessness.  Gershenzon’s shocking statement about the intelligentsia’s predicament 

provoked much debate and polarized intellectuals of the time.  Speaking about the 

people’s attitude to the intelligentsia, Gershenzon stressed the latter’s deep alienation and 

misunderstanding by the very beneficiaries of the intelligentsia’s political struggle:  

To [the populace], we are not robbers, like their brother the village kulak, not 
even mere strangers like the Turkish or French.  Instead, they see our human and 
particularly Russian appearance, but do not feel the human soul in us, and that is 
why they hate us with a passion, probably with unconscious mystical terror, and 
they hate us all the more profoundly  since we are their own kin.  The way we are, 
not only should we not dream about the integration/fusion with the people, but 
rather we have to fear it more than any punishment and praise the authorities that 
still shield us from the popular rage with their bayonets and prisons. 

 

Мы для него – не грабители, как свой брат деревенский кулак, мы для него 
даже не просто чужие, как турок или француз: он видит наше человеческое 
и именно русское обличие, но не чувствует в нас человеческой души, и 
потому он ненавидит нас страстно, вероятно с бессознательным 
мистическим ужасом, тем глубже ненавидит, что мы свои. Каковы мы есть, 
нам не только нельзя мечтать о слиянии с народом, – бояться его мы 
должны пуще всех казней власти и благословлять эту власть, которая одна 
своими штыками и тюрьмами еще ограждает нас от ярости народной. (56) 
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The authors of the collection coincided on the idea that the intelligentsia had to 

abandon its deeply entrenched practices of intolerance, intellectual indolence and self-

righteousness and carry out creative, culture-generating humanism infused with religious 

ideals.  This harsh criticism deeply wounded the traditional intelligentsia, revolutionaries, 

and liberals alike, precisely revealing the precariousness of their position in Russian 

society.   

 

In both countries, the politics of cultural nationalism or culturism found their 

validation and propagation through the network of centralized and often state-sponsored 

cultural institutions, the feature that characterized the literary public sphere in these 

countries during the 1920s.  Greater professionalization of writers, critics, publishers 

through such organizations as literary institutes and committees, sponsored literature, and 

magazines, led to the new make-up (structuration) of the literary public sphere.  In his 

seminal essay “The Field of Cultural Production” (1983, English 1993), Pierre Bourdieu 

exposes the role of cultural institutions and their agents in ascribing value to particular 

works of art and literature, arguing that “the sociology of art and literature has to take as 

its object not only the material production but also the symbolic production of the work, 

i.e. the production of the value of the work or, which amounts to the same thing, of belief 

in the value of the work” (1993 37).  In this context, “the producers of the meaning and 

value of the work—critics, publishers, gallery directors and the whole set of agents 

whose combined efforts produce consumers capable of knowing and recognizing the 

work of art as such” come to the fore as uniquely important actors in the literary public 
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sphere (1993 37), and even more so in the societies in which traditionally material and 

institutional resources have been easily accessible only to the educated elites.   

I believe that it was precisely during the 1920s in Russia and Argentina that the 

literary public spheres infused with the ideas of cultural unity and homogenization (such 

as the doctrines of cultural nationalism and culturism) featured such a high degree of 

cultural institutionalization that they lend themselves easily to the type of analysis 

proposed by Bourdieu.  During the nineteenth century the efforts of educators, critics, and 

publishers were of a more sporadic nature and lacked the systemic implementation of a 

particular cultural agenda.  In contrast, the agents in the field of cultural production of the 

1920s acted in the fully developed literary public spheres that allowed them to put into 

practice their cultural authority in order to advance their cultural program with a high 

degree of success.  Since Soviet authorities did not yet have as much control over the 

sphere of cultural production during the NEP as they wished (or claimed), it featured 

exuberant cultural experimentation in art, literature, architecture, and theater, which was 

larger in scale but similar in its nature to Argentina’s cultural scene in the 1920s.  The 

similarity between them is further enforced by the strong mechanisms of patron/client 

relationships which not only survived intact from the nineteenth century, but actually 

strengthened during the first decades of the twentieth century.  Russia and Argentina of 

the period displayed what David Joravsky defines as three recurrent contradictory 

impulses in cultural processes of “underdeveloped” countries: prophecy, political praxis, 

and professionalization (97).  Such a high degree of professionalization strengthened the 

cultural agents’ dependence on the State and its agencies, but it also made them more 



 

 96  

autonomous from unstable markets and led to later thriving of the dirigiste model of 

cultural politics.95  Drawing on Roberto Schwartz’s analysis of the clientelist relations in 

Brazilian society,96 García Canclini contends the durability of the phenomenon in Latin 

America (88).  As a deeply anti-modern concept, “favor” with its culture of “la 

dependencia de la persona, la excepción a la regla, la cultura interesada y la remuneración 

a servicios personales” (88) (“dependence on a person, exception to the rule, interested 

culture, and compensation for personal services”), was an integral part of Spanish-

American and Russian cultural modernity.  The prevalence and durability of the 

clientelist model of relationships in Russian and Argentine literary public spheres further 

confirm the applicability of Bourdieu’s theory.  In his view, the producers of culture do 

not exist independently, but within the system of institutions and agents that authorize, 

enable, and legitimize them, and it is exactly that legitimizing aspect of the field of 

cultural production that publishers came to represent in both countries in the 1920s.   

The work of art seen “as a manifestation of the field as a whole, in which all the 

powers of the field, and all the determinisms inherent in its structure and functioning, are 

concentrated” (1993 37) becomes the reflection of tensions and debates that dominate the 

field in a particular historical period.  In the literary sphere, agents engage in competition 

for access to the public, mainly through print, but also through public readings, 

discussions, and literary contests.  According to Bourdieu, the field of cultural production 

                                                 
95 In this view I side with Peter Kenez and David Shepherd whose attenuated account, far from redeeming 
Soviet politics in the cultural sphere, nevertheless foregrounds the complexities of the period to show the 
presence of beneficial Party policies that actually led to diversity and experimentation between 1921 and 
1928. 
96 Schwartz, Roberto.  Ao Vencedor as Batatas. San Pablo: Duas Cidades, 1977. 
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is a set of objective social relations, with its key features being dynamism and 

permeability: 

[o]ne of the most significant properties of the field of cultural production, 
explaining its extreme dispersion and the conflicts between rival principles of 
legitimacy, is the extreme permeability of its frontiers and, consequently, the 
extreme diversity of the ‘posts’ it offers, which defy any unilinear hierarchization 
(Field 43). 
 

Here lies one of the more problematic issues of Bourdieu’s theory: unlike French 

and other European cases, in Russian and Argentine fields of cultural production of the 

1920s, however vibrant, the “diversity of the ‘posts’” was quite modest.  That condition 

alone led to even more intense battles among the participants vying for the authority 

inherent in recognition, consecration, and prestige.   

Bourdieu argues that in their cultural choice and strategies, the agents are guided 

by their habitus, which he defines as the system of “durable, transposable dispositions, 

[…] principles which generate and organize practices and representations that can be 

objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or 

an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them.  […] they can be 

collectively orchestrated without being the product of the organizing action of a 

conductor” (1990 53).  As a set of dispositions, habitus generates practices and 

perceptions, or sens pratique that inclines agents to act in a particular way, not just 

following the rules, and comes as a result of their domestic and formal education and 

environment.  Another concept, closely connected to habitus and elucidated in his book 

Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (1979; English translation 1984), 
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is cultural capital perceived as a form of knowledge, an internalized code, or cultural 

competence that allows one to appreciate and decipher works of art.  In the light of our 

earlier discussion of the Russian intelligentsia’s mission to culturally uplift the populace, 

it becomes clear that many Soviet cultural agents of the first decades inherited their set of 

beliefs and practices directly from the liberal intelligentsia of the nineteenth century, with 

its enlightening zeal and desire to shape and control cultural exposure.  In Argentina, too, 

the educated elites believed that the cultural capital acquired through their extensive 

formal and self-education enabled them to choose aesthetically valuable literature for 

popular consumption.     

 

As a result of similarities in the historical and cultural development of Russian 

and Argentine societies discussed above, publishing industries of the 1920s shared 

several traits.  First, the decade of the 1920s in both countries was a truly revolutionary 

period, as the demand for books grew exponentially with the growth in literacy and 

urbanization.97  The quickly growing reading public was so diverse during the 1920s in 

both countries, with such different cultural backgrounds and expectations, needs and 

preferences, that it was hard to predict just what kind of literature would be popular, so 

                                                 
97 Olea Franco suggests that this “anonymous public” also indicated the growth of the intellectual group, 
and pushed for diversification in the literary world: “The heterogeneity of the public demands 
diversification among writers.  The latter does not constitute a homogeneous body, closed and centered in a 
single social group, since the middle-class writers of native or immigrant origins, joined in intellectual 
labor” (“La heterogeneidad del público exige la diversificación de los escritores.  Éstos no constituyen más 
un conjunto homogéneo, cerrado y centrado en un solo grupo social, puesto que los escritores de clase 
media, ya sea de origen inmigratorio o nativo, se suman a la labor intelectual”) (73). 
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publishing houses used various innovative techniques to promote their production.98  

Second, there emerged new publishing companies led by publishers who were conscious 

of their Kulturauftrag to consolidate the processes of forging of the national identity, and 

promoted the works that, in their view, reflected the direction in which the readers’ 

sensibilities and national literature needed to develop.  Significantly, during the 1920s in 

both countries there appeared so-called “libraries” or series of books which classified 

their readers into several categories according to their cultural preparedness, from 

beginning readers who previously did not have a chance to partake in the world of ideas 

and “high culture” to more sophisticated audience with developed aesthetic sensibilities.  

The uneasy task of promoting experimental prose of young national writers found its 

realization in ways that were similar, for example, to the strategies used by publishers 

who brought avant-garde literature to the United States during the same decade.  As 

Catherine Turner suggests in her study Marketing Modernism between the Two World 

Wars, “[i]n their advertisements, publishers addressed a culturally insecure middle-class 

readership that did not want to be left behind but feared losing touch with a secure past.  

However successful these advertisements were, they primed consumers in the United 

States to buy and read modernism as a literary movement connected to a long past of 

literary works” (44).  She illustrates this statement with activities of Alfred Knopf and 

Benjamin Huebsch,  both of whom had the same assumptions about the sacredness of art 

and the need for personal relationships to sell those sacred qualities, but whereas Huebsch 

                                                 
98 In order to understand the “new readers” and better cater to their needs, a series of surveys was 
conducted during the 1920s in Russia.  For a detailed discussion of the ways the readership was studied, see 
especially the chapter “The Creation of the Soviet Reader” in Stephen Lovell’s The Russian Reading 
Revolution. 
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objected to treating books as commodities, Knopf used advertisement widely appealing to 

the ‘snob value’ of works promoted (81-2).  Importantly, however, in Russia and 

Argentina several publishers sought to “de-commodify” books by making them available 

to a wide reading public through low prices and large print runs. 

Lindstrom argues in her article “The Role of Jewish Editors in Argentine 

Publishing, 1920-1940,” that the 1920s was a unique period in Argentine cultural life 

when “[f]oreign literatures from a different set of countries, progressive social theories, 

knowledge of international affairs, and non-elitist Argentine literature enjoyed a new 

prominence” (382).  It was also the time when thanks to professionalization of the field of 

literary production many more writers could earn their living from their literary 

honoraria.  Two basic trends manifested themselves in the innovative Argentine 

publishing industry of the 1920s.99  Alongside publishing houses that catered to the 

readers with more traditional tastes and interests, including European and Argentine 

classics and popular genres, there appeared several houses that chose to promote the 

works of avant-garde writers and focus on the latest trends in world literature.  Carried 

out by more progressive publishers, often immigrants, these cultural enterprises focused 

on fiction and non-fiction of a more experimental, or even radical nature, aimed at either 

                                                 
99 Hugo Wast’s (Gustavo Adolfo Martínez Zuviría) book Vocación del escritor. La conquista del público 
(1931) served as a guide for authors who had to edit their books themselves and offered a break-down of 
various costs accompanying book publishing.  The difficulty of selling books and low income earned from 
the sales suggested that very few Argentine writers could subsist on writing alone in the first two decades 
of the twentieth century. 
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raising the social consciousness of their readers or supplying their sophisticated readers 

with artful literary production.100   

The first large-scale attempt to reach a broader reading public, including second-

generation immigrants and other “new readers,” began in 1901, when the nation’s 

foremost periodical, La Nación, pioneered publishing cheap editions of world literature in 

collectible white-cloth bound volumes.101  Whereas this literary supplement catered to the 

public with moderate political views,102 the Valencian publishing house Sempere 

launched its much-acclaimed series Biblioteca Blanca which featured world literature, 

works of the avant-garde, and essays on sociopolitical issues, including works by 

anarchists and socialists for more radical readers (Romero 7).103  In the early 1920s, La 

Nación’s literary supplement ended its existence, opening the space for other publishing 

companies to compete for the public with broadened cosmopolitan tastes that it created.  

Between 1922 and 1928, the series Joyas literarias (Literary Gems) published 850 titles, 

including works of Tolstoy, Guy de Maupassant, Dickens, Benito Pérez Galdós, Alfred 

                                                 
100 For a very direct glimpse into the production side of the publishing industry, see Sasha Chernyi’s poems 
in Knizhnye strasti and Elias Castelnuovo’s short story “Tinieblas” (“Twilight”) (1923) describing the 
horrifying conditions in which printers and typesetters worked during the 1920s. 
101 Interestingly, Eustacio Antonio García mentions the introduction of linotype at La Nación and the 
subsequent unemployment of many skilled typographers as the second important reason for the 
introduction of the series (50).  Among other similar projects that brought economic editions to a wide 
audience are the collections “La cultura argentina” and “La cultura popular,” launched by Talleres Gráficos 
de Lorenzo Rosso. 
102 Jorge Rivera in “La forja del escritor profesional” (Capítulo) examines the catalogue of the series to 
reveal the predominance of French novels of the late nineteenth century, as well as English adventure and 
detective stories and several works by Dostoevsky and Tolstoy published in translation for the first time, 
thus giving the general public access to literature that previously required knowledge of foreign languages.  
The publishers of the series were remarkably attentive to the needs and preferences of its readers: in 1904, 
they organized a “referendum” in which 5,672 readers competed for a prize by sending their predictions of 
the future titles (Sagastizábal 52-53).   
103 Víctor García Costa claims that the legendary publisher Manuel Gleizer started his career by selling his 
230 volumes of Biblioteca Blanca to pay off his debt (Conferencia, el sábado 10 de abril de 2004, a las 10 
horas en la Peña de Escritores realizada en la Editorial Dunken). 
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de Musset, and many other writers of Argentina and Europe.  Tor, the publishing house 

founded by the Catalan immigrant Juan Torrendel, also gave preference to already 

commercially successful works.  Combining works of authors also published by other 

publishing houses, like those of Anatole France, Tolstoy, Stefan Zweig, Oscar Wilde, 

Gálvez and the Boedo group, the house specialized in detective novels and what came to 

be called “pulp fiction.”  In an unprecedented move to promote its production, Tor 

encouraged writers’ interactions with their readers through personal encounters and book 

signing sessions at its bookstore on the fashionable street Florida (Sagastizábal 67).  

 

Unlike Joyas literarias or Tor, other important projects that shaped the tastes of 

the ever-expanding literary public had very clear cultural programs behind them, like the 

highly successful 29-volume series of Argentine classics La Biblioteca Argentina, created 

and edited by Ricardo Rojas as a part of his cultural nationalist agenda.  Together with 

two other ambitious editorial projects of the 1920s, the socialist’s José Ingenieros’s 

brainchild, La Cultura Argentina, and Manuel Gálvez’s Cooperativa de Buenos Aires, 

“revelan […] la existencia de un público culto, o que aspira a serlo, pero necesita de una 

cierta guía, lo suficientemente amplio como para justificar la empresa, y de un grupo de 

escritores profesionales capaces de encarar esa tarea sistemática” (Romero 8) (“reveal the 

existence of a cultured public, or of a public that aspires to be such, but needs a certain 

guide that would be sufficiently inclusive as to justify the enterprise, and also the 

existence of professional writers capable of facing this systematic task”).  Continuing the 



 

 103  

legacy of Sempere editions, the editors of the series Los Intelectuales stated in the 

introduction their goal of providing quality books accessible to everyone: 

Se habrá conseguido así la realización de una empresa cultural necesaria, como es 
la de difundir las obras maestras a un precio que no solamente sea patrimonio de 
los ricos, como es en la actualidad el libro bueno, sino en una forma económica 
que esté al alcance de todos los bolsillos, única manera de que el pueblo 
trabajador pueda tener una escogida biblioteca (Presentación de Los Intelectuales: 
artes e ideas, 29 de abril de 1922, qtd in Romero 9). 

This way, the realization of a necessary cultural enterprise has been 
accomplished, which is to diffuse the masterpieces at a price that is not only the 
patrimony of the rich, but an economic form within the reach of all the pockets, 
the only way for working people to possess a selected library. 

 
 

Even if the cultural contribution of the aforementioned series was impressive, it 

was Spanish-born Antonio Zamora’s publishing house Claridad, established in 1922, that 

revolutionized the field of cultural production and the publishing industry.  García 

Canclini sees the company’s foremost importance in responding “a un público en rápido 

crecimiento y contribuye a la formación de una cultura política” (95) (“to a rapidly 

growing readership and [contributing] to the formation of a political culture…” [55]). By 

stocking the homes of new readers with “socially responsible” works, Zamora’s 

publishing activities actively formed the tastes and preferences of this emerging group.104  

In 1923, he joined the Socialist Party,105 a step that explains Zamora’s belief that books 

were a necessity, not a luxury, and his desire to give young Argentine writers access to 

publishing inspired his efforts.  Books from his first collection Los Pensadores cost the 

                                                 
104 Interestingly, Zamora admitted that Tolstoy’s My Confession (Ispoved’, 1884) served him as inspiration 
for the creation of Claridad (Zagastizábal 69-71), and the titled was a direct reference to Henri Barbusse’s 
famous Socialist review Clarté (1918-1921).   
105 In 1930, after the Uriburu’s coup, Zamora was exiled as a foreigner who participated in politics which 
was prohibited by Roca’s Residency Law. 
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same as two street-car tickets (Sagastizábal 70) and satisfied the public’s need for 

political, philosophical and cultural essays.    

In less than a decade, he published a million copies of various works of European 

fiction, and philosophical, political, and aesthetic works (with usual runs of 10,000 

copies).106  In 1926, these essays began to be published in his magazine Claridad.  The 

“collections,” or “libraries,” that Zamora specialized in, included “Los Nuevos” 

(Castelnuovo and his Tinieblas, Roberto Mariani, Alvaro Yunque [real name Arístides 

Gandolfi Herrero], César Tiempo [real name Israel Zeitlin] and many others), “Los 

Realistas,” “Los Poetas,” “Teatro Contemporáneo,” and many others.  Zamora’s role in 

Roberto Arlt’s career has been enormous.  Arlt’s first novel, El juguete rabioso (Mad 

Toy), did not attract much critical or readers’ attention until Zamora published that and 

his two other novels, Los lanzallamos (The Flamethrowers) and Los siete locos (The 

Seven Madmen), which immediately became bestsellers.   The publishing history and 

analysis of Los siete locos appears in Chapter Three of this dissertation. 

Apparently, Zamora did not view publishing as a strictly commercial enterprise, 

and as Emilio J. Corbiere recollected, he rather wanted to create a type of “popular 

university”:  

Yo concebí que una editorial no debía ser una empresa comercial, sino una 
especie de universidad popular.  Entonces, para que fuera así, tenía que 
imprimirle un espíritu amplio.  Siempre tuve como principio el respeto por las 
ideas de los demás, como así quería que se respetaran mis propias ideas (Todo es 
historia, 172, qtd in Sagastizábal 72). 

                                                 
106 Numbers of Antonio Zamora in an interview by Roberto Arlt, cited in Sarlo 19.  García Canclini cites 
print runs between ten and twenty-five thousand during the house’s most productive years (55). 
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I believe that a publishing house should not be a commercial enterprise, but rather 
a sort of popular university.  Then, for it to be that way, I had to impart free spirit 
to it.  It has always been my principle to respect the ideas of others, the way I 
would like my ideas to be respected. 

 
This respectful attitude toward the ideas of others did not mean, however, respect 

for their authorship rights—Zamora almost never paid authors’ rights.107  In other 

respects, though, Zamora was a great innovator in Argentine publishing.  He was the first 

Argentine publisher to spread a network of bookshops and street booths not only in 

Argentina, but also in other Latin American countries.  Before him, only commercial 

publishers specializing in popular genres and “pulp fiction” sold their production that 

way.  Several innovative practices and marketing techniques like the announcements of 

new books in magazines, free distribution of “separatas” with articles reprinted from 

Claridad, and surveys and symposia which featured articles by prominent contemporary 

Argentine thinkers made his publishing enterprise uniquely successful.  Claridad survived 

until the beginning of World War II, when Spanish publishing houses brought tough 

competition to Argentina and paper prices went up.108 

Ideologically and culturally, Zamora was close to the group of writers Boedo, 

formed in 1922.  Aligning themselves with the socialist movement, the members of the 

                                                 
107 Ernesto Giudice recorded that “él solía hablar poco de editor a autor porque tampoco pagaba—o pagaba 
muy poco—derechos de autor.  Se decía que a algún necesitado lo invitaba un día a comer.  Esto puede ser 
juzgado desde muchos puntos de vista y hoy sería inadmisible.  En la época de este relato era bastante 
tolerado” (qtd in Sagastizábal 73) (“he did not want to talk much to an author as a publisher because he did 
not pay – or paid very little – for the author’s rights.  It was said that he invited to dinner those he needed.  
This could be judged from many points of view and is unacceptable now.  In the time of this story it was 
rather tolerated”).  
108 To stay afloat financially, Claridad published a series of books about sex, which proved to be highly 
successful and helped to pay for its less popular editions. 
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group—Elias Castelnuovo, Roberto Mariani, Alvaro Yunque, and others—advanced the 

agenda of social transformation through socially responsible literature.  Castelnuovo 

observed that the ideological diversity of the group stemmed from the same root, 

socialism:  

La ideología de Boedo fue una amalgama de distintas tendencias procedentes 
todas de la misma fuente: el socialismo.  Había anarquistas, socialistas, 
sindicalistas, georgistas, al principio.  Posteriormente, trotzquistas, apristas y 
comunistas (qtd in Hernández Arregui 87) 

 

The ideology of Boedo was an amalgam of distinct tendencies coming from the 
same source: socialism.  In the beginning, there were anarchists, socialists, 
syndicalists, and georgists.  Then there were Trotskyites, aprists, and communists.    
 

Boedo writers articulated their opposition to the art for art’s sake program of the 

“oligarchic” group Florida, allegedly “sponsored” by Güiraldes and Oliverio Girondo, in 

a series of manifestos and statements, the first one of which appeared in Florida’s main 

periodical outlet, Martín Fierro.  In his second statement under the same title, “La 

extrema izquierda” (“The Extreme Left”) Mariani defined the differences between the 

groups in terms of binary oppositions, describing Florida and Boedo in terms of their 

adherence to “Ultraísmo—Realismo” (“Ultraism—Realism”), “La metáfora—El asunto y 

composición” (“The metaphor—the matter and composition”), and so on. 

Despite loud disagreements and bold statements, though, the differences between 

the groups in reality did not lend themselves to easy cataloguing into two neat categories.   

Touting the whole conflict between these avant-garde groups “la revolución de las 

burlas” (67) (“the revolution of mockery”), Alberto Pineta demystified the famous 



 

 107  

polemics between Florida and Boedo by showing the absence of clear-cut allegiances and 

often intense collaboration that went on between the groups: Arlt’s work as Güiraldes’ 

paid personal assistant, and Martín Fierro’s featuring the works of Arlt, Raúl Scalabrini 

Ortiz, Santiago Ganduglia, and Raúl González Tuñón on its pages (70).109  Jorge 

Schwartz attributes the spirit of cosmopolitism to Florida and nationalism to Boedo 

(577), but even this division seems problematic since, for example, Boedo writers 

admired Russian and French writers, and Florida with its interest in local color 

manifested nationalist tendencies that Sarlo called “urban Creolism of the avant-garde” 

(“criollismo urbano de vanguardia” 159).  In addition, by naming its main periodical, 

Martín Fierro, Florida staked its claim for authentically Argentine cultural legacy in 

unmistakably nationalist terms, yet in its texts, the writers distanced themselves from the 

politics of cultural nationalism.   

Undoubtedly, the polemic between Boedo and Florida served to energize the 

literary public sphere in Argentina, calling into question traditional assumptions of what 

constitutes national literature.  One of the active participants in the debates, Leónidas 

Barletta, argued that the “disputes” between the groups went far beyond purely literary 

squabbles to achieve abiding cultural significance—they instilled the passion for reading 

in the general Argentine public and created new, active readership.  Placing Boedo and 

Florida’s aesthetic and political disagreements at the heart of the cultural processes of 

                                                 
109  Books like Evar Méndez’s La generación de poetas del periódico Martín Fierro helped to perpetuate 
the myth of Florida-Boedo conflict.  For further reading on the subject, see, for example, Borges’ and Raúl 
González Tuñón’s Boedo y Florida Buenos Aires: Centro Editor de América Latina, 1980; Eduardo 
González Lanuza’s Los martinfierristas Buenos Aires: Ediciones Culturales Argentina, 1961; Beatriz 
Sarlo’s “Vanguardia y criollismo: La aventura de Martín Fierro.” 
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that time, Barletta emphasized the profound significance of the polemic as a spark that 

ignited a veritable cultural revolution: 

 de la disputa surgieron innegables beneficios: los de Boedo se aplicaron a escribir 
cada vez mejor y los de Florida fueron comprendiendo que no podían permanecer 
ajenos de la política.  Pero el beneficio más importante fue que la querella llegó a 
apasionar a la gente y surgió entonces una literatura argentina y una masa de 
lectores de libros hasta entonces inexistentes…  Boedo y Florida, como 
adversarios, crearon la pasión del libro, de las exposiciones de pintura y de los 
conciertos. (67) 

undeniable benefits emerged from the debates: the Boedo writers worked on 
improving their writing and those from Florida gradually realized that they could 
not remain outside politics.  But the most important benefit was that the disputes 
succeeded in impassioning people, and then there appeared Argentine literature 
and a body of book readers that did not exist until then…  As adversaries, Boedo 
and Florida created passion for books, for art exhibits, and for concerts. 
 

The stimulating effect of the martinfierristas’ disagreements on the Argentine 

literary public was similar to the revitalization of the Russian literary sphere brought 

about by active involvement of the public in the process of defining Russian national 

literature.  Furthermore, both groups were often perceived as higly promising heirs to 

Argentine literary tradition, a fact that makes martinfierristas’ position even more similar 

to that of the Serapion Brothers.  Even ideologically conservative Manuel Gálvez initially 

supported Boedo, in which he saw “la posibilidad de una continuación y remozamiento 

de las tradiciones literarias nacionales” (Hernández Arregui 87) (“a possibility of 

continuation and rejuvenation of the national literary traditions”) despite apparent 

differences between the proclaimed politics of the group and Gálvez’s philosophy of 

cultural nationalism.  Gálvez, the founder of Cooperativa Editorial “Buenos Aires,” 

which existed from 1916 to 1932 (most titles were published between 1918 and 1927) 
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advanced his agenda of cultural nationalism by focusing almost exclusively on 

established Argentine writers, members of the cooperative, including Gálvez himself, 

Juan Carlos Dávalos, Alfonsina Storni, Benito Lynch, and others.110   

As the very concept of the Argentine national identity, argentinidad, was 

changing under the influence of the new participants in the field of cultural production, 

including littérateurs from local, but previously excluded groups, and immigrants, the 

new, rival visions of nationhood emerged through literary production published by 

cosmopolitan publishers.  Representing a competing trend in the Argentine publishing 

industry in the 1920s, well-educated Jewish publishers with their expertise in European 

literary market and knowledge of foreign languages advanced the agenda of 

cosmopolitanism and openness in Argentina.  Their cultural capital, or habitus, formed 

under the influence of “radicalized Eastern-European Jewish culture” (Lindstrom 372), 

allowed them to find and promote literary and theoretical works that might interest 

Argentine readers.  The crucial role of such publishers as Samuel Glusberg (BABEL, 

Biblioteca Argentina de Buenas Ediciones Literarias), Jacobo Samet, and Manuel Gleizer 

in instilling the new literary taste by exposing a wide readership to the latest in domestic 

and foreign fiction and non-fiction followed the “enlightening” trend in the Argentine 

publishing industry.111   

                                                 
110 In 1919, the cooperative published Alejandro Castiñeiras’s peculiar book Máximo Gorki which reveals 
both the high level of interest in Russian literature and the scarcity of publications and indeed much 
knowledge on the topic. 
111 It is a peculiar coincidence that all three editors were born in the same city, Chisinau, which was then 
the territory of the Russian Empire.  Moreover, Samet and Glusberg were even born the same year, 1898.  
One could speculate that due to these facts, all three publishers had similar formative experiences which led 
to similarities in their editorial choices. 
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Gleizer’s particular interest in avant-garde literature made him the foremost 

publisher for the Florida group and some Boedo writers, like Roberto Mariani.112  He 

systematically published and promoted the works of the martinfierristas, which included 

Raúl and Enrique González Tuñón, Borges, Leopoldo Marechal, Horacio Rega Molina, 

César Tiempo and others.  Gleizer’s publishing house, simply named “M. Gleizer,” 

reflected his own literary tastes and vision (Lindstrom 374) in often innovative and 

unorthodox choice of authors.  He was the first to publish avant-garde works that soon 

acquired national fame, like Borges’ and Raúl González Tuñón’s early poetry collections.  

Other “risky” projects included Leopoldo Marechal’s ultraísta poetry collections, Jacobo 

Fijman’s avant-garde Molino rojo (Red Mill) (1928) and Macedonio Fernández’s 

“fragmentary, ‘silent’ texts” (Lindstrom 375).  Thanks to Borges’ and Girondo’s 

mediation, such a highly experimental and hermetic work as Macedonio’s No toda es 

vigilia la de los ojos abiertos was published by Gleizer in 1928.   

Glusberg’s BABEL, unlike Gleizer, favored already established Argentine authors 

and posmodernismo, or “search, widespread in Spanish-American literature, for 

alternatives to the outmoded modernismo” (Lindstrom 378).  Among other writers, 

BABEL’s lists included Horacio Quiroga, Alfonsina Storni, and Lugones’ Cuentos 

fatales (1924).  Another Jewish littérateur, César Tiempo, born Israel Zeitlin in 1906 in 

the Ukraine, was uniquely active in numerous publishing projects and was one of the 

                                                 
112 Interestingly, Gleizer also published new works by Gálvez and Lugones, “textbooks, academic studies, 
and reference works” (Lindstrom 376).  To learn more about Jewish Argentine’s role in promoting Jewish-
themed works, refer to Lindstrom’s article “The Role of Jewish Editors in Argentine Publishing, 1920-
1940.” 
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editors of the collaborative project Exposición de la actual poesía argentina (1922-1927) 

(1927). 

 

Although on a very different scale, the Soviet publishing industry of the time 

showed a similar split into two trends, with Gosizdat pushing through the agenda of 

societal and personal transformation (the creation of the new Soviet man), while private, 

small-scale publishing houses worked more closely with their readers to cater to their 

tastes.113  The New Economic Policy (NEP), which allowed the existence of private 

companies, and the extreme deficit of any kinds of books in the Soviet Russia of the 

period made private book publishing economically feasible despite all sorts of difficulties 

set up for them by the State Publishing company, Gosizdat.114  The publishing industry 

was initially monopolized under the auspices of the Department of Literature (LITO), 

then, in 1919, Gosizdat took over regulation of the field.  One of its earliest projects was 

Narodnaya biblioteka (People’s Library), a series of cheap editions that was distributed 

free of charge and included mostly Russian classics.115   In the first three years of its 

existence, Gosizdat produced and distributed 59 million copies of printed materials 

(Lovell 27).  As a state institution with grand ambitions and very little experience in the 

publishing business, Gosizdat was not well equipped to effectively spread print culture 

among new readers as it lacked the distribution network.  Its practices drew much 

                                                 
113 It should be noted that during the 1920s Gosizdat published numerous titles featuring avant-garde art 
and book design (Wye 17-19),  for example, Vladimir Mayakovsky’s and El Lissitzky’s For the Voice 
(1923), continuing the pre-revolutionary tradition of the Russian avant-garde book of the 1910s. 
114 Beside bureaucratic impediments, Soviet authorities set the price of paper twice as high as its world 
market price and the prices for printing services went up many fold for private publishers (Fel’dman 75). 
115 Gosizdat conveniently monopolized the right to publish those writers despite protests of surviving 
relatives and publishing houses who previously held the rights. 



 

 112  

criticism from all sides: writers, private publishers, and Soviet authorities complained 

about its inability to handle its responsibilities.116  Witnessing, yet not publicly 

acknowledging Gosizdat’s failure, Anatoly Lunacharsky, who was responsible for all 

matters pertaining to education, literature, and publishing as the People’ Commissar for 

Enlightenment (the head of Narkompros) between 1917 and 1929, argued against the 

closure of the last remaining private publishing houses, as he deemed them more helpful 

than detrimental to the work of Gosizdat.117   

Lunacharsky’s role in the making of Soviet culture illustrates both his function as 

a promoter of national culture in the Herderian sense and as an influential agent in the 

field of cultural production who used his advantageous position to push forward his 

agenda using the existing network of literary professionals.  As a result, Lunacharsky’s 

efforts helped to reinforce the relationships of clientelism that would dominate the Soviet 

literary sphere for decades to come.  Brilliant, well-educated, and highly controversial, 

Lunacharsky was ideologically suited to occupy such a position from the Party’s point of 

view, yet the politics of cultural diversity that he promoted could only be accepted during 

Lenin’s rule, and were already out of the question in the early 1930s.  His divisive legacy 

included the ardent protection of the diversity of Soviet literature against attempts to 

impose uniformity, encouragement of various literary groups, preservation of cultural 
                                                 
116 In a 1921 letter to Lunacharsky, All-Russian Writers Union blamed monopolizing politics of Gosizdat 
for depriving Russian writers of their “right to book” and “right to reader” (Fel’dman 71).  Moreover, the 
writers charged Soviet authorities, and Gosizdat in particular, with conscious silencing of “live Russian 
literature”: “для русского писательства книг нет, ибо оно должно молчать.  Мы с негодованием 
видим, что невольное стеснение литературы превращается в ее сознательное умерщвление” 
(Fel’dman 71) (“there are no books for Russian writers, as it must be silent.  We see with indignation that 
unwitting constraint on literature is turning into its conscious destruction”).  
117 The smear campaign against remaining publishing houses launched by Gosizdat in 1921 was full of 
inconsistencies and deliberate distortions of facts, including complaints about the publishers’ tactics of 
“buying out” writers and printers and consequent better performance than Gosizdat (Fel’dman 67-70). 
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landmarks, efforts to attract old intelligentsia to work for the regime, and support for 

organization of the “Philosopher’s Steamboat” in 1922, which took abroad some of the 

most prominent Russian thinkers and scientists, including some authors of Vekhi.  He is 

also usually credited for extensive educational reforms which, not unlike changes 

inspired by cultural nationalism in Argentina, led to considerable homogenization and 

standardization of Soviet education.  A writer himself, he actively participated in cultural 

activities of the time, often using his position of power to secure governmental funding 

and support for particular literary groups, thus helping to establish and develop the 

patron-client structure of the Soviet field of cultural production.118  

It was also largely Lunacharsky’s belief in a gradual transition to the unified 

Soviet culture and his preference for persuasion, not coercion, of the intelligentsia to 

collaborate with the State that made possible joint literary-artistic committees made up of 

Party officials and pre-revolutionary intelligentsia.  For example, Party and trade union 

members were joined by Aleksandr Blok, Aleksandr Benois, Natan Al’tman, Nikolai 

Punin, Larissa Reisner, and others in a number of cultural enterprises (Read 75).  In 

publishing, too, “the state monopoly did not come about at once but was mediated by the 

existence of private publishers and the involvement of non-party intellectuals in 

publishing ventures during the first phases of the transition period” (Read 75).  Further 

                                                 
118 One of the most telling examples of his role in the life of a literary circle was his involvement with 
“Nikitina’s Saturdays” (Nikitinskie subbotniki).  It was the most enduring of the circles, surviving until 
1934, i.e. beyond the creation of the Writers’ Union (1932) which outlawed any other literary 
organizations.  Moreover, it had a publishing cooperative that published over 200 titles and had overall 
print-runs of more than a million copies over the period of its existence (1921-1931). The circle’s perennial 
organizer and keeper, Evdoksiia Nikitina, was a charismatic leader who preserved the non-confrontational 
atmosphere of the meetings, keeping the meetings “politically amorphous” and thus managing to sustain a 
vibrant community.  For an in-depth analysis of the circle’s activities and its connection with Lunacharsky, 
consult Fel’dman’s book, Salon-predpriiatie. 
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incorporation of the old intelligentsia into the creation of the new Soviet culture also 

happened through professionalization of literary life.  Keeping away from politics, the 

intelligentsia expressed its interests through unions, cooperatives, and traditional 

institutions: 

In all of them the sectional interests of the intelligentsia came to play a much 
more important role than the idealistic populist impulses that had been present in 
earlier times.  Pure scholarship, the values of high culture, creative freedom, 
academic autonomy and preservation of academic standards became its dearest 
values.  In a sense, the bulk of the intelligentsia had achieved its own specific 
class consciousness. (Read 75) 
 

The mission of integrating the Russian literary intelligentsia into Soviet literary 

life inspired much of Maxim Gorky’s (real name Aleksei Maksimovich Peshkov) (1868-

1936) activities as an indefatigable promoter and supporter of various publishing projects 

after the revolution.  As one of the oldest and strongest supporters of the Bolshevik cause, 

with personal ties connecting him to Lenin, Lunacharsky, and other Party leaders, Gorky 

exerted enormous influence over the field of cultural production in the first post-

revolutionary decade by supporting writers through mostly state-sponsored commissions, 

newly established institutions, and publishing projects.119  “Gorky’s position in Russia is 

a quite extraordinary and personal one,” wrote H.G. Wells upon meeting with him in 

Petersburg in 1920 (42).  The British writer noted Gorky’s twofold mission to preserve 

                                                 
119 Notably, as Barbara Walker argues in her book on Maximilian Voloshin and the Russian literary circle, 
the unique networking practices fostered in the literary circle played a role in handing the power over it to 
the government: the intelligentsia was “busily tying the circle formation into the growing bureaucracy of 
the state during this period, unaware of the ultimate result of their actions: that the state would, with the 
literary circle firmly in its grip, eliminate it as an organizational form by a decree against circles in 1932 
and the establishment, in 1934, of the Soviet Writers’ Union as the sole institution of Russian literary life” 
(5). 



 

 115  

Russian culture and to disseminate Western knowledge using his special position with the 

Bolshevik government: “He is possessed by a passionate sense of the value of Western 

science and culture, and by the necessity of preserving the intellectual continuity of 

Russian life through these dark years of famine and war and social stress, with the 

general intellectual life of the world.  He has found a steady supporter in Lenin” (42-43).   

Gorky’s passion for enlightening the masses manifested itself well before the 

October revolution.  He made his name internationally as a writer dedicated to social 

causes and a publisher whose primary mission was to support Russian literature and bring 

the best in Russian and world literature to the populace.120  However, it was only after the 

revolution that Gorky could realize his dream project with full governmental support.121  

In 1918, Gorky organized the publishing house World Literature (Vsemirnaya literatura), 

with the enormous task of translating and publishing the best in world literature from the 

second half of the eighteenth century to the present.  On the one hand, Gorky wanted to 

use it to establish the image of the Soviet Union as a culturally progressive state 

(Golubeva 101), and on the other, the project was a link between the Soviet government 

and the literary intelligentsia, the so-called “old guard” who did not embrace the 

Bolshevik revolution, yet remained in the country.  Dubbed at the same time “Noah’s 

Ark” and “concentration camp for the intelligentsia” by Shklovsky (161), Gorky’s project 

gave work to a colossal editorial board of 350 people, which included some of the most 

                                                 
120 In the first decades of the twentieth century, Gorky actively participated in two publishing houses, 
Znanie (Knowledge) and Parus (Sail).  At the latter, he worked on a series of children’s books based on 
Russian folk tales and European classics, attracting some of the best writers and artists of the time.  Parus 
also edited and published a series of political boardbooks, agitlubki. 
121 World Literature operated under the auspices of Narkompros (People’s Commissariat of Education), but 
initially it enjoyed complete independence in its editorial decisions. 
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prominent literary critics, experts in world literatures, and writers, who otherwise would 

not have been able to survive in the dire circumstances of the Civil War.   Gorky’s 

grandiose enterprise indeed impressed foreign intellectuals, including H.G. Wells, who 

recorded his amazement at Gorky’s “grandiose scheme for the publication of a sort of 

Russian encyclopædia of the literature of the world” (58): 

In this strange Russia of conflict, cold, famine and pitiful privations there is 
actually going on now a literary task that would be inconceivable in the rich 
England and the rich America of to-day.  […]  In starving Russia hundreds of 
people are working upon translations, and the books they translate are being set 
up and printed, work which may presently give a new Russia such a knowledge of 
world thought as no other people will possess. (58-59) 
 
But it was not only the material benefits, like food rations and salaries, secured 

through Gorky’s publishing house that attracted littérateurs to the project.  In fact, Gorky 

organized a sort of sanctuary for literary activities, complete with an enormous library of 

foreign fiction, spaces for work and study, and a school for translators to supply qualified 

professionals for the task.  Soon the studio outgrew its original purpose and turned into a 

literary school where the subjects of prose writing, poetry, criticism, and translation were 

taught by such accomplished writers and translators as Nikolai Gumilev, Mikhail 

Lozinsky, Evgenii Zamiatin, and Kornei Chukovsky, among others.  The most brilliant 

students were placed in a special group, and it was there that the nucleus of the literary 

group Serapion Brothers met: Mikhail Zoschenko, Lev Lunts, Elizaveta Polonskaya, 

Nikolai Nikitin, Mikhail Slonimsky, and Vladimir Pozner.  This hotbed of literary talents 

was housed at House of Arts (Dom Iskusstv), or Disk as the inhabitants called it, which 

Pozner describes as a kind of museum containing artists instead of their work (qtd in 
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Edgerton 48).  The mission of Disk was twofold: it provided writers with food, lodging, 

and a place where they could work and discuss their writing, and “offered the citizens of 

Petrograd an opportunity to see and hear some of Russia’s most talented poets, prose 

writers, artists, literary scholars, and art historians” (Scherr 262).   

However, given the political situation in the country, it soon became evident that 

Gorky’s undertaking was untimely, and intense struggle over World Literature and 

related institutions ensued.  The company planned to publish 1200 authors belonging to 

what they called “Western tradition,” with two subcategories: 1500 books for 

experienced readers and 3000 to 5000 thinner books for “new readers” (Golubeva 99).   

Due to financial difficulties and the lack of resources during the Civil War, hundreds of 

completed translations were never published,122 and even Gorky’s direct appeals to Lenin 

did not help to secure the funds.  Moreover, Lenin criticized Gorky for his passive role as 

an “editor of translations,” which prevented him from active participation in the active 

creation of a new Soviet culture (“Вы поставили себя в положение 

профессионального редактора переводов и т.п., положение, в котором наблюдать 

нового строения новой жизни нельзя” [qtd in Golubeva 105]).   Between 1918 and 

1921, World Literature published 59 titles, which amounted to about 1 million copies 

(Golubeva 108).  Significantly, the house published the Argentine Enrique Larreta’s La 

gloria de don Ramiro (1908) for the first time. 

In 1921, Gosizdat absorbed World Literature, depriving it of financial and 

editorial independence, and eventually closed it down in 1924.  After the failure of 

                                                 
122 Only 14 books and 36 “booklets” out of 400 completed volumes were published in those years 
(Golubeva 104).   
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Gorky’s joint publishing enterprise with Zinovii Grzhebin in 1924, the writer ended his 

involvement with the publishing industry, and, spending months on end abroad, virtually 

withdrew from active participation in Russian literary life.  As the NEP unfolded in the 

1920s, private publishing companies and journals provided ample opportunities for 

literary activities, and the reliance on the traditional patron/client set-up of Russian 

cultural life, though still strong, was not the only means of survival of Russian writers 

during the 1920s. 

 
 
By the late 1920s, the field of literary production in both countries had become 

much more homogenized and bureaucratized.  The unifying processes of cultural 

nationalism and culturism contributed to the waning of the experimental phase in the 

field of cultural production in both countries.  For different reasons, mostly political in 

Russia, and mainly economic in Argentina, the number of publishing houses diminished, 

and their production changed.  In Russia, Soviet authorities assumed more and more 

control over all aspects of cultural life: the censoring organ Glavlit with its regional 

branches, established in 1919, started to exercise its power towards the 1930s.123  Lovell 

argues that Soviet culture became ‘middlebrow’ as the result of “an imperative to be both 

‘legitimate’ and ‘popular’”: 

                                                 
123 Agitprop (Agitation and Propaganda department) pursued similar goals to those of Glavlit, ensuring 
“that the approved picture of Soviet society should prevail.  It had a multitude of specialized sub-
departments (for schools, publishers, cinemas, radio, theatres, literature, and so on) which closely 
monitored what was being offered.  All books and periodicals published by non-Bolshevik presses were 
read and registered.  Libraries were purged of undesirable books.  Sundry films and plays were banned” 
(Westwood 284).  Arlen Blium cites a telling omission of the very word “censorship” in official Soviet 
discourse, including academic works.  A new verb, “litovat’,” was used informally to describe the activities 
of Glavlit and its regional branches. 
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There was no ‘high’ culture that corresponded to a dominant social class, nor can 
we really speak of a ‘popular’ culture; there emerged a single ‘Culture,’ which 
was not allowed to reflect diverse social interests, but rather provided the model 
for the Marxist-Leninist project of social unification. (17) 

 

The emergence of the new, more sophisticated and demanding mass reader and 

the replacement of the old intelligentsia by a ‘people’s intelligentsia’ by the end of the 

1920s, as Lovell points out, necessitated the change in “the model of the publishing 

system in favor of more planning and greater centralization” (36).  Whereas Gosizdat’s 

isolated measures only partially succeeded in disrupting the work of private publishers, a 

decree passed by the People’s Commissariat of Trade of the USSR (Narkomtorg), 

limiting profits to a mere three percent, dealt a heavy blow to most of the remaining 

publishing houses (Dinerstein 70).  In 1930, the establishment of two new Soviet 

organizations, a Press Committee under the Council of People’s Commissars 

(Sovnarkom), designed to coordinate publishing activities, and the Union of State 

Publishing Houses (OGIZ, Ob”edinenie gosudarstvennykh izdatel’stv), led to the virtual 

disappearance of private publishing houses by 1931.124  The increasingly xenophobic and 

culturally conservative tendencies, informed by the politics of cultural nationalism in 

Argentina, found even more supporters after the world financial crisis of 1929.  The 

progressively more nationalistic and insular atmosphere stifled the prolific artistic 

experimentation of the Argentine avant-garde. 

 

                                                 
124 In 1934, the last co-operative publisher, ‘Sever’ (North), which had inherited the business of the 
Sabashnikovs, was closed (Dinerstein 73). 
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This survey of the Argentine and Russian fields of cultural production of the 

1920s reveals striking correspondences between sociocultural processes in these 

countries.  Inspired by the awareness of their unique mission, Russian and Argentine 

publishers and cultural patrons engaged in a dual process of creating reading publics with 

more sophisticated tastes and fostering the development of national literature through 

careful promotion of the native avant-garde works.  By 1930, however, the epoch of 

cultural openness and experimentation had ended, giving way to the culturally infertile 

periods under the dictatorial regimes in both countries. 
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Chapter Three: Case Studies in Textual Practices 

“¿Publicar?  ¿Publicar cuando hasta los mejores publican  
1.071% veces más de lo que deberian publicar?... ”  

Oliverio Girondo 
(París, diciembre 1922) 

 
“To publish? To publish when even the best publish  

1.071% times more than they should?...” 
Oliverio Girondo 

(Paris, December 1922) 

 
The four books considered for analysis in this chapter are remarkably similar in 

their representation of the dominant trends in the cultural debates, of the writers’ 

evolution, and of major tendencies in editorial choices that characterized literary spheres 

of Petersburg and Buenos Aires during the 1920s.  As early works of subsequently very 

successful writers, these novels and collections of stories reveal crucial junctures in 

Russian and Argentine literatures by giving literary reflections of the contemporaneous 

debates on national identity.  Through the examination of multiple correspondences in 

both the authors’ creative trajectories and dominant themes in their works, I intend to 

show how Borges, Arlt, Fedin, and Kaverin renegotiated the issues of national identity by 

incorporating, or “culturally translating,” diverse literary traditions into original and 

unambiguously Russian and Argentine texts.       

 

The publishing history and the major themes of the earlier stories, Kaverin’s 

“Хроника города Лейпцига за 18.. г.” (“The Chronicle of the City of Leipzig, 18..”) and 

Fedin’s “Песьи души” (“Dogs’ Souls”), when analyzed and compared to their much-
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acclaimed novels Конец хазы (End of the Gang) and Братья (Brothers), exhibit 

tendencies that almost mirror the Argentine case.  Similarly, Borges’ early prose 

collection, Inquisiciones (1925) (Inquiries), despite all its youthful imperfections, is a 

particularly valuable resource for comparison, as stylistically and thematically it differs 

from both his more mature works like Evaristo Carriego (1930).  Like Roberto Arlt’s 

acclaimed novel Los siete locos (1929) (The Seven Madmen), it questions the 

fundamentals of Argentine national identity and tests the ways in which national 

literature should develop.  The fascination with the cosmopolitan, with the open nature of 

the large city, which accommodates the most diverse human types and lifestyles, without 

relinquishing its unmistakably national character, permeates the early works of Kaverin, 

Fedin, Arlt, and Borges.  Each of them sought to divine the source of Russianness and 

Argentineness in the complex structures of urban diversity, and each approached it in 

distinct ways.  Mirroring the Russian case, ideological disputes among the members of 

the Argentine avant-garde groups found their reflection in their fiction: the relations with 

the West, “inward” vs. “outward” perspectives, nationalist leanings and cosmopolitan 

influences pervade and energize literary production of the period.   

Three main points of contention manifested themselves in the debates among the 

Serapion Brothers and the martinfierristas, debates that defined the development of 

twentieth-century Russian and Argentine literature.  First of all, in both countries 

enduring anxieties about the relation of their national literature to the Western European 

tradition returned to the fore of the debates in the literary public spheres with new 

intensity.  By contrast, however, with the previous dualistic acceptance/rejection 
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approach, a more nuanced method of cultural translation and creative incorporation took 

place.  A pronounced tendency to favor the formerly eschewed adventure genre and 

“minor” European writers, as well as to move away from canonical works in general, 

took place in both countries.125  Second, the Petersburg Serapion Brothers’ and Buenos 

Aires avant-garde writers’ literary representations of their cities as world capitals and 

mythic spaces acquired a particularly clandestine tinge, as numerous works explored the 

criminal underworld and its inhabitants.  Finally, the issue of literary language or style 

acquired new political meaning as members of the avant-garde groups defined their 

relation to the national literary tradition. 

Because of the relatively small size of the literary public sphere in Buenos Aires 

and scarcity of resources in Petersburg, the search for publishing opportunities remained 

a major concern for writers during the 1920s.  The question was especially urgent for 

Russian writers who continued their work amidst the post-Civil-war shortages of food 

and basic necessities.  For several reasons, including a severe paper shortage, briefer 

literary forms gained prominence in Russia during the early twenties—they were easier to 

publish in the few remaining periodicals.  Yearly collections of short stories, essays, and 

poems by several writers, so-called “альманахи” (almanacs), which occupied the middle 

ground between literary magazines and one-time collections and were often sponsored by 

the Soviet government, gave publishing opportunities to the members of numerous 

literary organizations and circles that flourished during the 1920s.  Literary groups with 

                                                 
125 As explained in Chapter Two, the entrance of “new readers,” usually of lower-middle-class origin, 
reshaped the attitude toward adventure novels and other genres previously considered “youth literature” by 
creating an enormous market for literature of all genres and consequently making them more mainstream 
and acceptable. 
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no direct connection to the Soviet government generally found it especially hard to 

realize their publishing projects.  For example, the influential, if short-lived Союз 

деятелей художественной литературы (the Union of Fiction Writers, or Belletrists), 

founded in March 1918 and boasting 170 members by 1919 (Scherr 257), had plans for a 

journal, collection of fiction, and other publications that never came to fruition because of 

its openly stated independence from the Soviet government.  In contrast, more successful 

literary groups “had been established by government decree and continued to look to the 

government for support, even if not all the members fully endorsed the Bolsheviks.  The 

Union of Belletrists, on the other hand, had arisen independently and had subsisted at the 

start largely on the funds provided by a private benefactor” (Scherr 258).  Thus the 

inevitable demise of the Union exemplified the fate of the ‘stray’ organizations that did 

not have a protector in the Soviet bureaucratic apparatus.  In that respect, the Serapion 

brothers are especially interesting, as they also openly declared their political 

independence, yet, thanks to Gorky’s patronage, enjoyed the same benefits as a fully 

integrated Soviet literary institution like “РАПП” (RAPP, the Russian Association of 

Proletarian Writers) and others.  After Gorky’s early intervention into their literary 

careers and his consecration of the group as the future of Russian literature, the Serapions 

became an important part of Petersburg literary life of the 1920s, both as writers and as 

cultural agents, as they held various key positions in the Soviet cultural establishment, 

ranging from journal editors to publishers.   

Although not to such an extent, Argentine intellectuals of the early twentieth 

century also found themselves dependent on the powers that be for their subsistence.  
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Unlike the governments of other Latin American countries during this period, the ruling 

Radical party in Argentina saw little use in “befriending” and supporting intellectuals, as 

they failed to recognize their potential for legitimization of the current regime.  Even 

though President Marcelo Alvear’s presence at various cultural events might suggest the 

opposite, in fact there was almost no governmental support of any cultural institutions 

and initiatives.126  The increased role of private patronage of the arts and letters resulted 

in “cooperation between the upper classes, momentarily displaced from political power, 

and the new artists who came to share many of the elite’s social and economic interests” 

(Méndez 189).  It was also the intellectuals’ dependence on this patronage that added 

cohesive effect to the whole generation of young avant-garde writers.127  Many 

professional intellectuals in Argentina worked in oligarch-owned leading newspapers and 

used support through cultural institutions founded by the members of the oligarchy. 

Roberto Arlt’s work as a personal assistant to Ricardo Güiraldes, a prominent 

Argentine writer whose personal fortune allowed him to have a full-time writing career 

(and an assistant), was just one of the examples of this interdependence, which, according 

to Miller, led to the middle-class writers’ acceptance of his patron’s aristocratic views on 

culture (56).128  The search for publishing opportunities pushed the members of the 

“socially-committed” Boedo and “aristocratic” Florida groups to “cross the enemy lines,” 

                                                 
126 Two projects initiated by the government—the takeover of Teatro Cervantes to avoid bankruptcy and 
the organization of the 1928 Book Fair—were so poorly managed and insufficiently funded that private 
companies had to step in to save both undertakings (Méndez 189). 
127 This account draws on Jesús Méndez’s doctoral thesis “Argentine Intellectuals in the Twentieth 
Century, 1900-1943,” especially pp. 189-200. 
128 That was not the case with Arlt, though. 
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as was the case with the González Tuñón brothers, Raúl and Enrique, who published their 

work in the predominantly Florida journal Martín Fierro, which specialized in poetry. 

 

In 1921, the noted literary theorist Viktor Shklovsky published in Книжный угол 

(Book Corner) a short essay entitled “The Serapion Brothers,” which placed the 

eponymous group on the Russian literary map.129  Opening as a biography complete with 

a formulaic “Born in the House of Arts in 1921” (139), the essay positioned the group’s 

literary output within Russian and European literary traditions, thus effectively 

emphasizing its importance as the future of Russian literature.  Quite unexpectedly 

though, Shklovsky argued that the members of the group came together partly in search 

of publishing opportunities, just as people gather in front of a raised drawbridge: “так 

невозможность печататься собрала воедино Серапионовых братьев” (140) (“thus the 

impossibility of being published drew the Serapion brothers together”).130  Shklovsky’s 

half-serious plea for monetary donations gives a glimpse into the difficulties facing 

young writers who sought to publish: 

Бумагу обещали дать, ищем денег.  Кто даст денег в долг двенадцати 
молодым и очень талантливым литераторам на напечатание книги?  Ответ 

                                                 
129 In her 1922 tongue-in-cheek poem, the “Serapion sister” Elizaveta Polonskaya called Shklovsky the 
Serapions’ father: “Была ли женщиной их мать?/ Ответ и темен, и невнятен,/Но можно двух отцов 
назвать:/ -То Виктор Шкловский и Замятин!” (qtd. in Timina 296) (“Was their mother a woman?/ The 
answer is dark and unclear,/ But two fathers can be named:/ - They are Viktor Shklovsky and Zamiatin!”).  
The Serapions’ gatherings at Disk, attended by the members of the brotherhood, which in addition to the 
aforementioned ones included Vsevolod Ivanov, Konstantin Fedin, Veniamin Kaverin, Il’ya Gruzdev, 
Nikolai Tikhonov, Viktor Shklovsky, were frequented by specially invited guests like Zamiatin, 
Akhmatova, and Mandel’shtam.   
130 A year later, Lunts disagreed with that statement in his letter to Gorky, arguing that even when they 
“crossed the bridge,” the Serapions became closer as a group bound by their strong brotherly, “blood” 
connection (Perepiska 53). 
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прошу направить в Дом искусств, Мойка, 59. (Нужны 7 000 000, можно 
частями). 

А люди очень талантливые. (140) 

They promised to give us paper, now we are looking for money.  Who will lend 
some money to twelve young and very talented littérateurs for publishing their 
book?  Please send your answer to the House of Arts, Moika 59.  (We need 
7,000,000, installments accepted). 

And these people are very talented. 
 

The exact address that immediately signaled the group’s privileged status of the 

“hope of Russian literature” and references to the members’ shared “культура письма” 

(“culture of writing”) further substantiated Shklovsky’s claims of the Serapions’ 

legitimacy as the heirs to Russian literary tradition.  Even the way he divided the 

Serapions into those who followed the “senior line” in Russian literature, with 

predecessors including Nikolai Leskov, Andrei Bely, and Evgenii Zamiatin, who all 

favored the narrative form of skaz,131 and those writers who preferred the adventure 

novel, inherited directly from the West or mediated through the works of “junior” 

Russian writers like Aleksandr Grin,132 prepared the readers to receive the group’s works 

(once they get published) as innovative, yet thoroughly Russian literature.   

Shklovsky, who famously favored Western adventure novels, might have 

consciously exaggerated the group’s Western leanings.  For example, he stated that the 
                                                 
131 Skaz as a genre is written as an eyewitness account by a peasant or other uneducated speaker.  This type 
of narrative allows for wide experimentation with mispronunciation, dialects, slang, and other deviations 
from standard literary language that would not have been possible if the writer were relating the story in his 
or her own voice. 
132 The “detective adventure craze,” which swept Russia after the Revolution of 1905 (Brooks 1978 145), 
started with translated works by Émile Gaboriau, Edgar Allan Poe, Arthur Conan Doyle, and American 
dime novels, which inspired Russian hack writers to produce their own installment novels about  Pinkerton 
agents, “Holmses,” and “Nick Carters.”  See also Jeffrey Brooks, When Russia Learned to Read (2003), for 
a detailed discussion of the phenomenon. 
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Serapions embraced Western tradition with its emphasis on dynamic plot and action and 

rejected the “compositional poverty” of the classical Russian novel, a trait that he dubbed 

their “Russian Sternianism” (141).  This trait, according to Shklovsky, united the whole 

group despite their apparent division into “западники” (“Westernizers”) and 

“бытовики” (those who focused on everyday life and/or “local color”).   

The Serapions themselves felt the urge to formulate their literary alignment in 

relation to Western and Russian literature.  Although similar “position-taking” rituals 

were common to most avant-garde groups, the (inter)national aspect of the 

Serapions’identity politics was especially similar to Florida/Boedo constant revisions and 

refinements of their stance both in the context of Argentine culture and in the “world 

republic of letters.”  Not surprisingly then, Lunts also used the members’ alignment with 

various literary traditions for his own classification of the Serapions.  He divided them 

into three subgroups: “Westernizers” (himself and Kaverin) who studied Western literary 

models; “Easterners” (Fedin, Vsevolod Ivanov, and Nikolai Nikitin), who did not need 

any teachers and followed the course of Russian literature by writing like other 

contemporary Russian writers; and, finally, the “center” (Zoschenko, Slonimsky), who 

believed that they needed to learn from Russian classics like Nikolai Gogol’, Aleksandr 

Pushkin, and Mikhail Lermontov (Frezinskii 20).  Lunts further argued in his letters that 

given all the stylistic, thematic, and conceptual differences, though, “серапионовцы по-

разному идут к одной и той же цели: оживление русского повествования” (“the 

Serapions work toward the same goal, the enlivening of the Russian narrative, in different 
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ways”) (Perepiska 71), including by serving as “manure” (“унавозим ему почву”) 

(Perepiska 71) for the future literary production.   

Following Shklovsky’s and Lunts’ argument, Kaverin compared the seriousness 

of the Serapions’ discussions on literature to the Slavophile/Westernizer polemics of the 

nineteenth century, and staked out the poles of their most important line of argument: 

whether to follow Russian tradition or reenergize Russian literature with Western models 

(10).  Lunts, Fedin, and Kaverin himself rejected Russian writers like Ivan Turgenev as 

completely outmoded and incompatible with the new Russian (Soviet) reality,133 and 

instead proposed to incorporate the Western literary models of the adventure genre, 

usually perceived as “light” and/or children’s literature.   

In his provocative essay, “Why Are We the Serapion Brothers?,” published in the 

“old intelligentsia’s” journal Literaturnye zapiski in 1922, Lunts explained their name as 

a symbol of allegiance to literature, rather than politics.  But what kind of literature?  If 

the name indeed was chosen to allude to the group’s artistic orientation, then the 

reference to E.T.A. Hoffmann’s little-known novel Die Serapionsbrüder (1819) revealed 

its inclination toward “minor” Western novels as its models.  Rebutting the prevalent 

perception of Alexandre Dumas’s novels as “pulp fiction,” and E.T.A. Hoffmann and 

Robert Louis Stevenson as children’s writers (312), Lunts famously argued they were on 

a par with Tolstoy and Dostoevsky (313).  Defending inclusivity in literature and 

opposing the new tendency toward exclusively “modern” and бытовые темы (everyday 

                                                 
133 A similar idea, if in more violent terms, to toss Russian classical writers from the steamship of 
modernity, was proposed in the famous Russian Futurist manifesto “Пощечина общественному вкусу” 
(1912) (“A Slap in the Face of Public Taste”). 
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topics), Lunts proclaimed that the Serapions, as a group, “consider literary creations to be 

a separate reality and do not want utilitarianism.  We do not write for propaganda” (“Мы 

верим, что литературные химеры особая реальность, и мы не хотим утилитаризма.  

Мы пишем не для пропаганды” 314).  Furthermore, in Lunts’ interpretation, the 

reference to Hoffmann’s novel served to emphasize mutual acceptance and tolerance 

among members of the group despite their ideological and artistic differences.  Lunts’ 

claims that as a group they did not want any “coercion and boredom; we do not want 

everyone to write the same way” (“не хотим принуждения и скуки, не хотим, чтобы 

все писали одинаково” 311) challenged the unifying and homogenizing policies 

promoted by some members of the Soviet government, notably Leon Trotsky, and voiced 

a stance similar to the politics of Anatoly Lunacharsky, who, as a head of cultural affairs, 

actively fostered the proliferation of diverse artistic groups, as long as that they were not 

anti-Revolutionary. 

Disavowing both Communists and anti-Communists, the Revolution and counter-

revolution, and pledging allegiance to a fictional character (and, moreover, the creation of 

a “minor” writer from the point of view of Soviet literary criticism), Serapions stated that 

art by definition is “without goal and without meaning: it exists because it cannot help 

but exist” (135):   

Мы собрались в дни революционного, в дни мощного политического 
напряжения.  “Кто не с нами, тот против нас,” – говорили нам справа и 
слева. – С кем же вы, Серапионовы Братья?  С коммунистами или против 
коммунистов?  За революцию или против революции?   

С кем же мы, Серапионовы Братья?   
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Мы с пустынником Серапионом. (313) 

 

We came together in days of revolutionary and powerful political tension.  “Who 
is not with us is against us!”  they told us from the right and the left.  “With whom 
then are you, Serapion Brothers?  With the Communists or against the 
Communists?  For the Revolution or against the Revolution?’ 

With whom then are we, Serapion Brothers? 

We are with the hermit Serapion. (135) 
 

The bold statements that could have easily endangered the Serapions’ very 

existence shocked both the Soviet literary establishment and members of the group.  It 

provoked internal squabbles, since not all Serapions agreed with Lunts’ cosmopolitan 

philosophy, as well as criticism from established literary and political figures of the time.  

Indeed, what Lunts called the “elementary truths” about art—for example, that the 

political allegiance of a writer does not have anything to do with the quality of his or her 

artistic production—would clearly ring of dangerous heresy to the Soviet authorities.  An 

outburst of aggressive responses from a number of Marxist critics attacking the group’s 

adherence to the decadent bourgeois principles of art for art’s sake ensued, pressuring the 

Serapions to defend their position in a series of articles.  As a response to these attacks, 

Lunts wrote an even more forthright essay entitled “На запад!” (“Go West!”)(1924), 

which is often read as the Serapions’ second manifesto proclaiming the group’s 

alignment with Western tradition in no vague terms. Inspired by Shklovsky, who was 

often perceived as a polarizing influence driving the Serapions away from Russian 
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tradition in literature,134 embodied by the other father of the group, Gorky, the essay 

accused the Serapions of selling out for cheap literary success.    

In the Russian edition of The Serapion Brothers, the split between the plot-

oriented “Westernizers” and the “ornamentalists,” or bytoviki, was an excellent 

illustration of the ideological and aesthetic differences among the Serapions.  The 

exposed literariness and exoticism of the tightly constructed stories by Lunts, Slonimsky, 

and Kaverin stand in stark contrast to the contemporary life in skaz-like, or ornamental, 

short stories by Ivanov, Zoschenko, and, to some extent, those of Fedin and Nikitin.   

In his famous treatise Литература и революция (1923) (Literature and the 

Revolution), Trotsky placed the Serapions with the fellow-travelers (попутчики) in 

relation to the new, revolutionary literature that was yet to be created, and praised their 

collective potential to inaugurate the rebirth of Russian literature on the new, 

revolutionary historical principles (54).  However, Trotsky strongly criticized the 

Serapions, who “жив(ут) еще выводком” (53) (“still live together as a brood”), for 

distancing themselves from the Revolution, modernity, and even humanity, preferring to 

portray “дрезденских студентов, библейских евреев, тигриц и собак” (53) (“Dresden 

students, Biblical Jews, tigresses, and dogs”).    Trotsky attacked the Serapions for their 

proclaimed lack of interest in politics, unbelief, “anarchic individualism,” and cynicism, 

and stated that their perceived embrace of the “art for art’s sake” philosophy in fact 

                                                 
134 In his 1928 roman à clef Скандалист, или вечера на Васильевском острове (The Trouble-maker, or 
Evenings on Vasilievskii Island), Kaverin poignantly depicted the intellectual atmosphere of the 1920s, 
portraying Viktor Shklovsky as the novel’s protagonist, Viktor Niekrylov, whose name could be translated 
as a “wingless victor.”  The novel, with its satirical irreverence, clear from its allusion to Gogol’s work, 
was fiercely attacked by both his offended acquaintances and the Soviet literary establishment. 
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revealed their lack of maturity (55).  His observations on the group as a whole concluded 

with a warning of possible dire consequences for their deviation from the Party line:  

Если серапионы оттолкнутся от революции окончательно, они сразу 
обнаружатся как второ- и третьестепенные эпигоны вышедших в тираж 
дореволюционных литературных школ.  Баловать с историей нельзя.  Здесь 
наказание вытекает непосредственно из преступления. (55) 

 

If the Serapions push away from the revolution completely, they will immediately 
reveal themselves as second- and third-class epigones of the obsolete pre-
revolutionary literary schools.  One cannot fool around with history.  Here 
punishment results directly from the crime.   
 

At the end of his essay, Trotsky identified the Serapions’ generation of young 

people as fundamentally lost, since they came “too late to prepare for the revolution, and 

too early to be brought up in it” (“слишком поздно, чтобы готовиться к революции, и 

слишком рано, чтобы воспитаться в ней”; 57).  The next generation was “more 

disciplined, more demanding of itself, it hungers for knowledge, and organizes itself 

seriously” (“дисциплинированнее, требовательнее к себе, жаждет знания, серьезно 

формируется” 57).   Furthermore, Trotsky argued that groups that positioned themselves 

outside of the revolution, like the Serapions, inevitably doomed themselves to “inner 

emigration” and isolation: 

Быть вне революции – значит быть в эмиграции.  Об этом, конечно, речи 
нет.  Но кроме эмиграции заграницей, есть и внутренняя.  И путь к ней – 
отчужденность от революции. (58)  
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To be outside the revolution is to be in the emigration.  Of course, we do not 
speak of that.  But besides the emigration abroad, there is also inner emigration.  
And the path towards it is in estrangement from the revolution.  
 

Indeed, in addition to Lunts’ provocations, Serapions triggered such negative 

reaction from Trotsky and several other critics because of the perceived exoticism and 

escapism of their 1921 literary collection and irreverent buffoonery in self-presentation in 

Литературные записки (Literary notes) (1922, Vol. 3).   

Obviously, without the support of powerful literary figures like Gorky, and 

distinguished writers like Shklovsky and Zamiatin, the Serapions could neither have 

published and advertised their first collective work, nor avoided consequences of their 

daring statements as easily as they did. As a significant gesture of cultural validation, the 

collection Серапионовы братья.  Альманах первый  (The Serapion Brothers.  Almanac 

One), was published by Алконост (Alkonost), a publishing house specifically founded 

for Russian Symbolists and particularly for Aleksandr Blok,135  whose pre-Revolutionary 

fame and acceptance of the October Revolution, most famously expressed in his poem 

Двенадцать (1918) (Twelve), initially placed him in a privileged position with the 

Bolshevik government.136    

As a part of the promotion campaign for the collection, Evgeny Zamiatin 

published a favorable review in Литературные записки (Literary Notes) (1922, Vol. 1), 

                                                 
135 Soon after Blok’s death, Gosizdat obtained exclusive rights to his works, forcing Alkonost out of 
business in 1923. 
136 Plans for subsequent installments of almanac never came to fruition, probably partly because Zinovii 
Grzhebin was in charge of it.  Grzhebin was a mysteriously well-connected publisher, notorious for his 
ability to collect large sums of money from the governmental agencies for books that never appeared in 
print. 
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and Yurii Tynianov, in Книга и революция (1922) (Book and Revolution).137  Gorky also 

did much to advertise the Serapions abroad and to protect their financial interests.  In 

1922, he wrote to Slonimsky that Shklovsky would be most suitable as their trusted 

representative to foreign publishing houses, and that the reading public in Europe had 

heard about their group through periodicals like the French Ecrits nouveaux, Spanish El 

Sol, and German Die neue Rundschau (Perepiska 45).138   

Given the paper shortages of the time, the print run of the Serapions’ first 

collection—four thousand copies—strikes one as especially large for an edition of neither 

political nor educational importance.  The story behind the publication of the extended 

foreign edition of the collection elucidates the group’s extensive connections with the key 

literary figures not only in Russia, but also abroad.  At Gorky’s request, the prominent 

Russian writer Ilya Ehrenburg, who resided in Berlin at that time, helped to negotiate the 

terms with one of the Berlin-based Russian publishing houses, Русское творчество 

(Russian Art), headed by another famous Russian writer, Alexey Tolstoy.139  The 

regularity of their communication and the ease with which they conducted business 

abroad shows that Russia of the early 1920s was still a part of the “world republic of 

letters.”  Indeed, it was not just the superior quality of printed materials that made 

publication abroad so desirable.  It was also the rite of cultural validation and 

consecration by an international reading public, be it the growing Russian émigré 

                                                 
137 The famous Russian literary critic Tynianov was not only Kaverin’s best friend, but also his brother-in-
law since they married each other’s sisters. 
138 In addition to Gorky, Ilya Ehrenburg published articles about the group in the famous French journal 
Clarté and Berlin-based critical and literary journal Русская книга (Russian book). 
139 The collection additionally included the poetry of the only “Serapion sister,” Elizaveta Polonskaya, and 
Tikhonov, Gruzdev’s article, and a different “animal” story by Nikitin instead of “Daisy.” 
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community of Berlin and Paris or the “native” European readers.  Paris played the same 

role for the Spanish American avant-garde writers until the late 1920s, when both 

Russian and Argentine writers started to publish predominantly in their home countries.   

 

In his 1922 letter to Gorky, Slonimsky boasted that everything the Serapions 

produced was immediately accepted for publication: “In terms of literature, the Serapions 

are well set.  The indicator is the fact that there are no free manuscripts.  Everything that 

is written is immediately accepted in various places” (“Литературно Серапионы 

поставлены хорошо.  Показатель тот, что свободных рукописей нет.  Всё 

написанное сразу же берётся в разные места”; Perepiska 21).  Even their first 

collection listed on the back their up-to-date achievements: six books published 

individually, nine in print, and five in progress.   

If Gorky indeed laid the foundation for the Serapions’ success and favorable 

reception by both reading and critiquing all their works and engaging his personal 

connections to help establish their reputation in the literary public sphere in the early 

1920s, the Serapions’ literary accomplishments during the second half of the 1920s 

(including an impressive number of published books) was guaranteed by their positions 

within the Soviet cultural establishment.  Analysis of the history of publication of the 

Serapions’ works in the second half of the 1920s confirms the tendency already noticed 

by Shklovsky as early as 1921 and expressed in less positive terms by others.  In the 

August 8-15, 1922, issue of Жизнь искусства (The Life of Art), Mikhail Kuzmin insisted 

that the Serapion brothers  



 

 137  

не литературная школа, а скорее кооперация или трест. Союз скорее 
наступательный, чем оборонительный, так как решительно никаким 
нападкам они не подвергаются, а наоборот окружены похвалами и 
поощрениями. Я их воспринимаю каждого отдельно, но раз они сами 
утверждают себя группой, пусть будет так. (“Говорящие” 5) 

 

are not a literary school, but rather a co-op or a trust.  Their union is rather 
offensive than defensive, since they are not attacked by anyone, but instead are 
surrounded with praise and encouragement.  I perceive each of them separately, 
but if they assert themselves as a group, so be it. 

 
 

For a number of reasons, including the closure of the House of Arts in 1922, 

Ivanov’s move to Moscow in 1923, and Lunts’s death in 1924, the brotherhood lost much 

of its cohesion as a group by the mid-1920s, but the members remained close and helped 

each other to publish and find work.  In his 1924 letter to Gorky, Fedin nostalgically 

spoke of the absence of “necessity of being together”, which previously bound the 

members and which vanished along with starving Petersburg:  

мы любим бывать вместе, но наши встречи обусловлены привычкой, 
дружбой, необходимостью, но не потребностью.  Потребность жить и 
работать в братстве исчезла с условиями и романтикой голодного 
Петербурга. (Perepiska 23)  

 

we love getting together, but our meetings are caused by habit, friendship, 
necessity, but not need.  The need to live and work as a brotherhood disappeared 
together with the conditions and romance of starving Petersburg.   
 

The mid-1920s marked the second phase in the group’s life, as many of the 

members started their active integration into the Soviet literary establishment.  A number 

of “brothers” held key positions in it, enabling their fellow writers to publish and receive 
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other benefits from the system.    During the second half of the 1920s, the Serapions 

became important actors on the Soviet cultural scene with access to various outlets for 

publishing, as they actively served on literary committees, organized journals, held 

executive positions at publishing houses, and maintained close contacts with Soviet 

literary critics.  The examples of Kaverin’s and Fedin’s literary careers are particularly 

illuminating in that respect.  Coming from the opposing camps within the group, both 

writers became Soviet literary celebrities, well received by the Soviet establishment and 

by the readership.  Their two works chosen for analysis below illustrate how their early 

prose reflected the new Soviet Russia. 

 

 In his fatherly letters, Gorky often praised the Serapions individually and as a 

group; but it was Kaverin who was most often praised in unrestrained terms: Gorky even 

asserted that the young writer’s work was already more interesting and subtle than 

Gogol’s imitations of Hoffmann (Perepiska 48).  Veniamin Kaverin (real name Veniamin 

Sil’ber, 1902-1989),140 one of the most prolific and successful Serapions, confessed in his 

essay “Серапионовы братья” (“The Serapion Brothers”) that he moved to Petersburg 

from Moscow after the famous Russian literary critic (and his brother-in-law) Yuri 

Tynianov urged him to escape his Moscow literary circle, which consisted of “pale, 

finely dressed young men, who called themselves poets and carried cocaine in the outside 

pockets of their jackets” (“бледных, прекрасно одетых молодых людей, называвших 

                                                 
140 It was common for Russian writers of the period to use pennames.  However, Kaverin could have 
abandoned his markedly Jewish last name in favor of a more “Russian-sounding” one because he 
positioned himself as a Russian writer and avoided any specifically Jewish themes in his works. 
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себя поэтами и носивших в наружном кармане пиджака порошки с кокаином” 

Literator 8).  The Petersburg literary scene was remarkably different, with its strong 

emphasis on rigorous scholarship and academic austerity.  The young writer quickly rose 

to fame, winning an award at a literary competition and earning the “highest approval” 

from literary coryphaei like Gorky and Shklovsky, who actually introduced Kaverin to 

the Serapions by the title of his award-winning story, “Десятая аксиома” (“The Tenth 

Axiom”).141  In a personal letter dated October 10, 1922, Gorky profusely praised the 

young writer, calling his talent a flower of rare original beauty and characterizing his 

prose as “exceptional and valuable” (Perepiska 60).  After stating that “for the first time, 

such a strange and intricate plant blossoms on the soil of Russian literature” (“впервые 

на почве литературы русской распускается столь странное и затейливое растение”; 

Perepiska 60), Gorky promised Kaverin ample publishing opportunities at home and 

abroad (Perepiska 60).   

The “strangeness” and “originality” of Kaverin’s gift was largely due to his bold 

literary experimentation as he sought to prove that new Russian literature ought to be 

precisely constructed and written in direct and plain language.  The Serapions’ debates 

about literary language and style, namely about literature written in “ornamental” prose, 

associated with such Russian Symbolist “heavyweights” as Andrei Bely and Alexei 

Remizov, or in a straightforward and direct “language of the streets,” split the group and 

transcended the purely literary concerns to become a matter of national allegiance.  In his 

letter dated 14 January 1922, Kaverin stated that in three or four years бессюжетники 

                                                 
141 The story earned Gorky’s early approval in no ambiguous terms: he called it ingenious (Perepiska 15). 
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(writers who did not favor a strong plot and preferred an ornamental style) would lose 

their battle against the Serapion brothers, whose tightly constructed prose was regarded 

by several critics as the future of Russian literature. Most notably, among other 

promotional activities, Gorky wrote in the Belgian avant-garde journal Disque Vert that 

the Serapion brothers would create a qualitatively new Russian literature free from the 

shortcomings of the nineteenth-century classics:  

Я слежу за развитием и духовным ростом ‘Серапионовых братьев’ с 
великими надеждами.  Мне кажется, что эти молодые люди способны 
создать в России литературу, в которой не будет ни квиетизма, ни 
пассивного анархизма Льва Толстого, из нее исчезнет мрачное 
садистическое инквизиторство Достоевского и бескровная лирика 
Тургенева. (Literaturnoe nasledstvo.  Vol. 70, 561)  

 

I follow the development and spiritual growth of the ‘Serapion Brothers’ with 
great hopes.  It seems to me that these young people are able to create in Russia a 
literature in which there will be neither quietism, nor Lev Tolstoy’s passive 
anarchism; there will disappear from it Dostoevsky’s gloomy sadistic 
inquisitionism and Turgenev’s anemic lyricism. 

 
Most importantly, Kaverin’s letters to his ideologically close Serapion brother 

revealed the author’s own trajectory from exclusively “exotic” topics to national themes 

or “local color” in his prose that was still driven by the “Western” predilection for fast-

moving, tight plots.  As early as 1921, Gorky urged Kaverin to find inspiration in his 

real-life experiences, rather than indulge in imagination à la E.T.A. Hoffmann as Kaverin 

had done in his early prose (Literator 32).  Much attacked for that feature of his prose, 

Kaverin defended his position in his reply to Gorky in August of 1922 by stating that 

there are plenty of fantastic events in contemporary life: “И как будто мало в 



 

 141  

современной жизни всякой фантастики и даже не авантюрной, а именно 

романтической” (Literator 32) (“As if there are few fantastic elements in contemporary 

life, and not even of the adventurous, but precisely the romantic kind”).  Admitting that 

his two latest stories were set in Russia, Kaverin reassured Gorky that it was not because 

he surrendered his “foreign” positions, but rather because he wanted to use his “tales” 

with Russian material (“Это не потому, что я сдал мои иностранные позиции [можно 

всю жизнь писать о той же Германии], а потом, что интересно на русском 

материале провести какую-нибудь небывальщину”; Literator 33). 

The Hoffmannesque nature of his first published short story, “The Leipzig 

Chronicles of 18..,” led to its easy dismissal as derivative and lacking any connection 

with the vital problems of contemporary Russia.  The unmasked authorial intervention, 

when the author freely stops and resumes the action, the exposition of the artificiality of 

the story, playfulness to the point of obscurity and absurdity, all those features, on the one 

hand, evinced Kaverin’s great talent in constructing a narrative, and on the other, 

appeared as a telltale sign that the story was still a literary exercise. 

The first collection of Kaverin’s short stories, Мастера и подмастерья (Masters 

and Apprentices) (1923), consisted of six novellas particularly influenced by Hoffmann, 

and it was that “excess” of fantastic themes and settings that Trotsky sharply criticized in 

Literature and Revolution.  Kaverin, himself somewhat dissatisfied with the collection, 

sent it to Gorky, who labeled his stories “childish exercises” lacking rich vocabulary and 

distinct style, and most importantly charged the young writer with insufficient diligence 
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(Literator 40).142  The second edition of the book, under the title Рассказы (short 

stories), appeared a year later.  Kaverin quickly became a successful writer whose stories 

were published by many periodicals.  Kaverin valued several of his early stories, like 

“Пятый странник” (“The Fifth Wanderer”), “Пурпурный палимпсест” (“The Purple 

Palimpsest”), “Столяры” (“Carpenters”), “Бочка” (“Barrel”), and others, which were 

reprinted in his collected works in the 1980s. 

“Please congratulate me,” wrote Kaverin to Lunts in 1924, “I have ‘moved’ to 

Russia, written about taverns and gambling dens in Petersburg and so on” (“Поздравь 

меня – я “переехал” в Россию, писал о кабаках и игорных притонах в Питере и 

т.д...”; Literator 16), referring to his story “Большая игра” (“High stakes”) published in 

Литературная мысль (Literary thought) in 1923.  Kaverin paid his dues to Lunts’s 

Westernizing influence by acknowledging that the story “was made according to [his] 

recipe,” i.e. it was densely “built,” had no unmotivated action, and the plot was given 

primacy (“сделан по твоему рецепту, склепан плотно, кажется, - ни одного 

немотивированного действия, сюжет поставлен во главу угла”; Literator 17). 

In June 1924, Kaverin proudly informed Gorky of his immersion in a new project, 

assuring the latter that he would be the first recipient of the finished product.  The project 

in question was his short novel (novella) Конец хазы (The End of the Gang) (1925), 

which became his first in-depth exploration of the possibilities offered by a “Western” 

plot married to “Russian” topics.  Indeed, what distinguished Kaverin’s novel from his 

                                                 
142 In a particularly grumpy passage of his letter, Gorky complained that “All of you—you’re clumsy with 
language” (“У всех у вас – неладно с языком” [41]), referring to contemporary Russian writers.  Several 
examples indeed showed rather unfortunate linguistic experiments. 
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earlier Hoffmannesque stories with fantastic characters and plots was the reliance on 

contemporary Russian events and even an exaggerated attempt to create verisimilitude 

through careful recreation of criminals’ slang, environment, and characters.143  Following 

Gorky’s advice, Kaverin explored the life of criminal dens and taverns, faithfully 

recording his observations.  Dedicated to Lunts, the novel displayed the author’s 

adherence to the principles of adventure novels: a tightly woven plot and an absence of 

the psychological depth characteristic of the Russian classics.  In the initial plans for the 

novel, Kaverin intended to continue the “puppet theater” tendency so pronounced in the 

“The Leipzig Chronicles,” in which the author freely interfered and changed the course of 

the story.  For example, The End of the Gang contains a chapter entitled “Sergei’s 

nightmare,” in which the protagonist Sergei meets the author on a train.  The author, who 

introduces himself by his real name, Veniamin Kaverin, admits that it was very hard for 

him to work with such material (“удивительно прямо, до чего трудно мне с вами.  Не 

работал я до сих пор на таком материале”; Kaverin’s archive, qtd. in Brainina 185).  

Furthermore, Kaverin notes that “the author appears in the novel several times, 

complaining and laughing, bemoaning his friend or in some other manner” (“Автор еще 

несколько раз появляется в романе, жалуясь или смеясь, оплакивая друга или как-

нибудь еще”; qtd. in Brainina 185).  What remained from that intention was the author’s 

claim in the introduction (unpublished) that he knew the participants personally; for 

example, another character, the gang leader Baraban, hit him with a bottle, upon hearing 

that Kaverin wanted to write a novel about him.  The author stated that  

                                                 
143 Kaverin’s zeal to preserve the language of the criminal world was so strong that he had to include a 
glossary of slang at the end of the book. 
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the work of [his] friends speaks for itself and does not need highfalutin’ style, 
which is now called verbal ornament.  Some are still playing that violin, but its 
strings snap as each year goes by.  So let my reader forgive me the almost report-
like tone of my story.  Recently, the ornamental violin was played so much that it 
is only fair that one uses the report… 

 

Работа моих друзей говорит сама за себя и не нуждается в высоком стиле, 
который принято теперь называть словесным орнаментом.  На этой скрипке 
еще играет кое-кто, но струны на ней лопаются с каждым годом.  Поэтому 
пусть читатель простит мне почти протокольный тон моей истории.  За 
последнее время так долго играли на орнаментальной скрипке, что не грех 
немного прокатиться на протоколе... (qtd. in Brainina 186, IRLI f. 172) 

 
Conceived by the author as a “комический криминальный роман” (“comical 

detective novel”), the work ultimately disproved each of these characterizations.  The 

short, dense narrative built around one event and devoid of any in-depth psychological 

exploration of the main characters characterizes it as a novella stemming from German 

Romanticism, a genre thoroughly explored by the Russian writers.  Far from being the 

main focus of the work, the criminal world of Petersburg enabled Kaverin to paint the 

collision between the old and the new worlds through the contrast between the 

clandestine world of danger, money, and a certain glamour and the official Petersburg—

the glorious cradle of the Revolution, the epicenter of societal transformation, and the 

birthplace of the new Soviet man.    The thieves’ den (хаза), the meeting place and hide-

out for reckless burglars and murderers, their female friends, and шпана (young 

hoodlums), emerged as a liminal space where old values, language, and notions were 

preserved, pronouncedly non-modern, yet cosmopolitan with its bourgeois aspirations to 

wealth and mindless entertainment; existing outside of the new Soviet republic, yet in 

stark opposition to it.   
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The opening paragraph—one long, fast-paced sentence containing the main 

mystery of the novel—sets the scene by painting the face of changing Russia in a few 

precise brushstrokes: 

В дни, когда республика, сжатая гражданской войной, голодом, блокадой, 
начала, наконец, распрямлять плечи, изменяя на географической карте 
линию своих очертаний, в Петрограде, который только что остыл от схватки 
с мятежным Кронштадтом, на Лиговке, единственной улице, до сих пор 
сохранившей в неприкосновенности свои знаменитые притоны... (162) 

 

In the days when the republic, gripped by the Civil War, famine, and blockade, 
finally began to straighten its shoulders, changing its outline on the geographical 
map; in Petrograd that had just cooled down after a battle with mutinous 
Kronstadt; on Ligovka, the only street which preserved its famous brothels 
intact… 

 
 

Those brothels and dens become the setting for the novel’s plot, involving a 

kidnapped stenographer whose frustrated former lover escaped from prison to find her, 

committed more crimes on his way, and organized her escape only to witness his 

beloved’s death as a result of mistaken identity.  Kaverin’s depiction of the everyday life 

of the gang, which gathered colorful characters under the “leadership” of a quick-

tempered criminal mastermind Baraban (“Drum”), their criminal and recreational 

activities, and the eventual downfall, is devoid of any deeper existential meaning or grand 

aspirations, as was the case, for example, with Roberto Arlt’s frustrated characters of Los 

siete locos and Los lanzallamas.  The final scene, when the two surviving (and much-

outnumbered) members of the gang choose to die defending their den from the Soviet 
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police, allegorically signifies the imminent demise of the eclectic and disorderly pre-

Revolutionary Russia. 

Following the gang into their favorite semi-legal cabarets and restaurants, Kaverin 

registered the vanishing world of “bourgeois” entertainment, with its faithful adoption of 

new cultural trends from Europe.  For example, the Argentine tango, via Paris, found its 

way into Russian restaurants and cabarets.  In The End of the Gang, the famous 

Petersburg restaurant “Олень” (“Deer”), chosen by the gang for an atypical pre-robbery 

celebration, featured tango dancers, Jack and Lilith, “both dressed in black with 

intentional/deliberate, outright foppish modesty” (“оба одетые в черное с нарочитой, 

прямо щегольской скромностью”) (214).  “Tango! – yelled Piatak, - The Argentinean 

tango!  Bring the mandolin!  I’m paying!  Dig in, young ladies!” (“—Тангуйте, - кричал 

Пятак, - аргентинское танго!  Мандолину! На мой счет! Лопайте, барышни!” [214]). 

The intoxicated Piatak challenged the tango dancer, claiming that he could dance better: 

“Hey, you, walking death, - he yelled to Jack, - you think that I dance worse than you!  

Now we will perform such a dance that…”  (“-Эй ты, смерть ходячая, - кричал он 

Джеку, - ты думаешь, я хуже тебя танцую!  Сейчас мы, шут дери, исполним такой 

танец...” [214]).   

Hailed by Osip Mandel’shtam as “крупное достижение серьезного мастера”144 

(“a significant accomplishment by a serious master”), the novel appeared to both 

supporters and detractors of Kaverin’s literary work as a welcome break from his earlier 

Hoffmannesque exercises and a step towards serious prose.  Upon reading the novel, 

                                                 
144 Mandel’shtam, Osip.  Sobranie sochinenii. Vol. 2, Moscow: Istoki, 1994.  p. 500. 
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Gorky wrote to Slonimsky that Kaverin “has bravely stepped away from himself—I value 

him so much!  That one will produce something exceptional” (“Каверин смело шагнул 

в сторону от себя – очень я ценю его!  Этот должен дать что-то 

исключительное”145).    Kaverin’s novel proved the success of his literary formula, 

which applied the “Western” adventure-novel plot to the Russian reality to create a 

uniquely Russian literary articulation of (Soviet) modernity.  Moreover, set in Kaverin’s 

contemporary Russia, the novel turned out, on the one hand, strikingly (and refreshingly) 

apolitical with its absence of a larger-than-life Soviet hero, and on the other, it reaffirmed 

the triumph of the young Soviet republic over the vestiges of the old, pre-Revolutionary 

Russia, associated in the novel with Baraban’s gang.  Thus, the novel was innovative in 

the way it found a delicate balance between making the underworld exciting and colorful 

and not glorifying the criminals, and did not lend itself to be dismissed (or condemned) as 

an anti-Soviet or bourgeois work.146   

The absence of direct political references is illustrative of both Kaverin’s life-long 

attitude toward the subject and of the Serapions’ proclaimed lack of interest in politics.147  

In his collection of diaries and essays Литератор (Littérateur) (1988), Kaverin 

famously claimed that his silence concerning the political situation in several of his 

works, and most notably his 1973 memoirs Освещенные окна (Illuminated Windows) 
                                                 
145 Gorky i sovetskie pisateli.  Neizdannaia perepiska. Leningrad: IMLI, 1963. 389. 
146 The exploration of characters and language of the criminal underworld was quite popular at that time.  
One can just think of Isaac Babel’s criminal Odessa and a recently rediscovered collectively written 
detective novel Big Fires (Большие пожары)(1927), which listed most of the Serapions, Babel’, and many  
other writers as authors.  
147 As Slonimsky asserted in 1921, “We decided to gather freely.  Without any regulations, and to invite 
new members guided only by our intuition.  Same in relation to our ‘guests.’  Everything that was written 
was read at the meetings.  What pleased us was recognized as good; what did not – as bad.  Most of all we 
were afraid to lose our independence.  So that we don’t find ourselves one day ‘The Serapion brothers 
society of the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment’ or of something else.” 
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was caused by simple inattention: “Это умолчание было легко для меня: 

литературные интересы в молодости всегда заслоняли от меня интересы 

политические” (20) (“This omission/reticence has always been easy for me: when I was 

young, my literary interests always eclipsed political interests”).  Whether or not this 

statement was dictated by the self-censorship habitually practiced by Soviet authors, 

especially in order to justify their youthful deviations, it is true that Kaverin chose to 

work in “youth literature” and other “safe” genres, producing, among other popular 

works, a cult novel for generations of Soviet readers Два капитана (1944) (Two 

Captains).148  

The fact that the playful authorial interventions present in the drafts of the novel 

did not make it to the final version signals a new stage in Kaverin’s literary trajectory 

towards a more sober, realistic style.  While still preserving the tightly woven plot and 

carefully calculated suspense characteristic of the best adventure novels, his later works 

embraced the artistic positions of his longtime personal friend and aesthetic opponent, 

Konstantin Fedin:    

Что касается меня, то уже в начале тридцатых годов я понял правоту 
Федина и стал писать совершенно иначе, чем в двадцатых.  Но я никогда не 
отрекался от своих ранних вещей (кроме романа “Девять десятых судьбы”) 
и до сих пор считаю, что без моих иронических, саркастических и по-своему 
свежих произведений 20-х годов я бы не пришел к трезвому реализму 
тридцатых” (Literator 202-203).  

 

As for me, already in the beginning of the 1930s I understood that Fedin was right 
and started writing completely differently than I did in the 1920s.  But I have 

                                                 
148 Девять десятых судьбы (1925) (Nine Tenths of Fate), Kaverin’s only novel about political events, 
namely the October Revolution and its aftermath, was the only work that he wished had never been written.  
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never renounced my early works (except the novel Nine Tenths of Fate) and till 
this day I believe that without my ironical, sarcastic, and in their own way fresh 
works of the 1920s, I would not have reached the sober realism of the 1930s.  
 

Ten years Kaverin’s senior and one of his closest friends, Fedin had a reputation 

as a talented, if old-fashioned writer working in the tradition of the Russian classics.  

Often mocked by his fellow Serapions for his conservative literary production, Fedin 

confessed in one of his 1922 letters, “И я, например, ближе других серапионовцев 

примыкаю к типу писателя старых русских традиций” (Perepiska 70) (“And I, for 

example, am closer than the other Serapions to the type of a writer of old Russian 

traditions”).149  Cautious and conservative both in his writing and his personal affairs, 

Fedin became involved in the Soviet literary institutions much earlier (and more deeply) 

than the other Serapions.  Already in 1923, he complained half-jokingly to Lunts of 

becoming such an important official that it was hard for him to move around as he got 

buried beneath the mountains of manuscripts that he, as an editor, had to read (Novyi 

zhurnal, Vol. 82, NY, 1966, 145-46).    

Indeed, during the 1920s, Fedin worked for several key publishing houses, both in 

Petersburg and Moscow.  His activities at a Moscow-based publishing cooperative, Круг 

(Krug, “Circle”) were especially significant for his own literary success.  Recently 

declassified documents reveal that the cooperative was secretly organized and sponsored 

by the government in order to recruit prominent littérateurs to work under governmental 

supervision.  No later than July 3, 1922, Stalin received Ya. Yakovlev’s report on the 

                                                 
149 Good-looking Fedin also had a reputation as a dandy, always impeccably dressed in the “European 
manner” (see, for instance: Borisov, Leonid.  Roditeli, nastavniki, poety…Kniga v moei zhizni. Moscow: 
Kniga, 1967, 109). 
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“situation in the writers’ sphere” (“ситуации в писательской среде”), in which he listed 

the Serapions as a “flank of the vacillating, politically unshaped ones, whose souls are 

being fought for in a real war between the émigré camp” and the Soviet government 

(“ряд колеблющихся, политически неоформленных, за души которых идет 

настоящая война между лагерями эмиграции и нами”150).  As a solution, Yakovlev 

suggested organizing an “apolitical” association with significant funds and publishing 

opportunities (Vlast’ 40).  Several weeks later, another document prepared by Yakovlev 

listed Vsevolod Ivanov, Boris Pil’niak, and “one of the Serapion brothers, in agreement 

with Shaginian” as the board members of the proposed association (Vlast’ 41).  As a 

result, in August 1922, a governmental decree approved the establishment of 

“издательство молодых поэтов «Круг»” (Vlast’ 42) (“the publishing house of young 

poets Krug”).  

In August 1922, Fedin enthusiastically informed Gorky that “all Serapions are 

published” in Krug (“в которой печатаются все Серапионы”; Perepiska 40).  Indeed, 

Vsevolod Ivanov, Nikolai Nikitin, and Fedin were among its board members, which gave 

them the right to make executive decisions on who would be included in the house’s 

popular annual almanacs and whose manuscripts were accepted for publication.  In 1923, 

Fedin became Krug’s editor-in-chief, superseding another famous writer, Boris Pil’niak, 

in this position (interestingly, Pil’niak instructed Fedin to avoid nepotism and follow his 

conscience in his choice of books151).  Attractive to many writers at that point—and to 

the Serapions in particular, as the plans for their own journal “Двадцатые годы” (“The 

                                                 
150 Vlast’ i khudozhestvennaia intelligentsia, 39. 
151 Pil’niak, Boris.  Literaturnaya ucheba. 1990, Vol. 2, 80. 
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1920s”) never materialized—the publishing cooperative indeed drew the best writers of 

the time, in large part precisely because of its perceived political neutrality.  In 1927, the 

government decided to reorganize Krug, change its executive board, and give it a new 

name, “издательство артели советских писателей” (Vlast’ 74-75) (“the publishing 

house of the cooperative of Soviet writers”). 

But Fedin’s work as an editor at Krug ensured the continuity of his employment 

with important publishing houses.  That same year, 1927, Fedin became the head of 

Издательство писателей в Ленинграде (IPL, The Writers’ Publishing House in 

Leningrad), later dubbed “the Serapion publishing house.”152  Not unlike Gálvez’s 

cooperative in Buenos Aires, IPL was founded in order to disseminate the works of its 

members, in this case mostly young Soviet writers.  Its initial statement proclaimed that 

the house  

имеет целью путем совместного ведения издательской работы 
содействовать материальному благосостоянию и культурному развитию 
своих членов, вовлекая их в общее социалистическое строительство в 
стране153 

  

its aim is by collective management of publishing to assist its members in their 
material wellbeing and cultural development, involving them in 
common/communal Socialist construction in the country. 

   
In 1929, Fedin suggested S. Alyansky, the founder of Alkonost who published the 

Serapions’ first collection, for the position of the head of the enterprise.  Between the late 

                                                 
152 The periodical collection, Kovsh (Ursa Major), was another literary outlet “controlled” by the 
Serapions. 
153 Ustav kooperativnogo tovarischestva pisatelei v Leningrade.  Leningrad, 1930. 3-4. 
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1920s and early 1930s, IPL published a number of young Soviet writers, including 

several Serapions (Slonimsky, Kaverin, Fedin, Zoschenko, and Nikolai Tikhonov), as 

well as others loosely associated with the group (Shklovsky, Marietta Shaginian, and 

others).  Ilya Gruzdev worked there, and the Moscow-based Serapion, Vsevolod Ivanov, 

served as the houses’ link to the Moscow literary scene.  In 1934, the cooperative, which 

by then included 250 writers, was merged with its Moscow analogue to form the new 

publishing house “Советский писатель” (Soviet Writer). 

It is not surprising then that with very few exceptions Kaverin’s books were 

published by the houses that were heavily dominated by the Serapion Brothers.  Krug 

published Мастера и подмастерья (1923) (Masters and Apprentices), Рассказы 

(1925) (Short Stories), and Воробьиная ночь (1927) (Sparrows’ Night).  IPL published 

the book version of his dissertation, Барон Брамбеус (Baron Brambeus), in 1929.  The 

second, 1930 edition of Конец хазы (The End of the Gang), Ночь на 26-е октября 

(1926) (The Eve of October 26th), and his much discussed roman à clef Скандалист, или 

вечера на Васильевском острове (1928) (The Trouble-maker, or Evenings on 

Vasilievskii Island) were all published by one of the most respected publishing houses, 

Priboi, where another Serapion directed its department of fiction.  In 1930, Priboi 

officially consecrated Kaverin, at the age of 28, as an established Soviet writer with the 

publication of his three-volume “собрание сочинений” (collected works).154 

                                                 
154 In 1931, in another gesture of cultural validation, Kaverin was featured in the Литературная 
энциклопедия (Literary Encyclopedia) as a fiction writer and specialist in literature (“литературовед”).   
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The first legal Bolshevik publishing house in Russia, Priboi was established in 

1913 in order to publish sociopolitical works, pamphlets, and agitation literature.  Gorky 

worked closely with the house and supervised a number of editions, including Сборник 

пролетарских писателей (Collection of proletarian writers).  During the first phase of 

its existence, Priboi was the most important Bolshevik outlet, publishing the works of 

Lenin, Marx, Engels, and other Communist ideologues.  After the Revolution, Priboi 

became a part of the new publishing house Communist.  It reopened as an independent 

cooperative publisher in 1922 under the auspices of the Communist University.  It 

quickly became the foremost publisher of socio-economic and Party literature, and 

several series of self-teaching guides, like “Народный университет на дому” (“Home-

based people’s university”), “Рабфак на дому” (“Home-based worker’s college”), and 

“Коммунистический университет на дому” (“Home-based Communist university”).   

In April of 1926, the Serapion Mikhail Slonimsky became the head of Priboi’s 

literary department, which specialized in contemporary Soviet literature, mostly by 

young, largely unknown writers in its series which included not only professedly 

Bolshevik writers like Aleksandr Fadeev and Boris Lavrenev, but also writers of 

“dubious status” like Ol’ga Forsch, Aleksei Tolstoy, and fellow Serapions like Nikolai 

Nikitin.155  The house’s production was highly successful with the reading public.  Over 

the course of its existence—1922-1927, when it became a part of Lengis, yet retained its 

editorial board— Priboi published 565 titles of fiction in series like “Библиотека для 

всех” (“Library for all”), “Дешевая библиотека” (“Cheap library”), “Книжные 
                                                 
155 In 1923, Mikhail Slonimsky became the editor-in-chief of Atenei, a well-known publishing house, and 
planned to publish the collection of all Serapions’ works.

155 
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новинки” (“New books”), “Новинки пролетарской литературы” (“The latest in 

proletarian literature”), and others.  Barenbaum points to the fact that from the very 

beginning the enterprise was supported by Party officials like Sergei Kirov (364).156   

Konstantin Fedin’s acclaimed second novel, Братья (1928) (The Brothers), was 

also first published by Priboi.  While his debut novel, the epic Города и годы (Cities and 

Years), with its complex narrative structure, and elaborate suspense was surprisingly 

close to his opponents’ (Kaverin and Lunts’) views on how a novel must be constructed, 

The Brothers shows a qualitative shift back towards the Russian literary tradition.  Set 

predominantly abroad, Cities and Years opens with epigraphs from Dickens and Hugo, 

and even “its literary models are drawn from Western romantic fiction” (Erlich 125).  

Experimental in its plot and usage of metaliterary devices, Cities and Years made 

extensive use of the four years that Fedin spent in Germany, first as a student and later as 

an interned alien, to illustrate the trials and tribulations of individuals drawn into wars 

and revolutions.157 

The German translation of The Brothers, which appeared in Berlin the same year 

as its Russian original, deeply impressed readers, including Stefan Zweig, who praised 

the writer’s ability to portray both the primeval human qualities and very subtle artistic 

types (qtd. in Brainina 35).  The main theme of the novel—finding one’s path in post-

Revolutionary Soviet society—is reflected through the life experiences and choices of 

three brothers, Matvei the scientist and practicing physician, Nikita the musician, and 
                                                 
156 In a report by the head of the main censoring organ, Glavlit, Priboi was accused of publishing several 
“dubious” books (Vlast’ 73).  Mikhail Bakhtin’s groundbreaking Проблемы творчества Достоевского 
(1929) (Problems of Dostoevskii's Poetics) was among the most consequential editions by Priboi. 
157 Viktor Erlich argues that the similarities and parallels between Fedin’s Cities and Years and Hugo’s 
Quatre-vingt-treize are too numerous and too striking to ignore (125-26). 
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Rostislav the Bolshevik.  Obviously siding with Nikita, Fedin imbues the character with 

his own biographical details and suggests that the only path to survival is the 

simultaneous embracing of traditional, national spirit and the new Bolshevik Russia.  

Unlike his Bolshevik brother, Rostislav, who rejected his past and wholeheartedly 

plunged into the ruthless struggle as a way of serving the cause, or Matvei, who still lived 

in the past, and represented the ideals of the pre-Revolutionary intelligentsia, Nikita 

chooses his own, “third way.”158  While not denouncing his Cossack roots (and, 

moreover, even nostalgic about the abundance and freedom of his ancestors’ life), Nikita 

comes to the conclusion that it is through the truly folk, popular, national music that he 

can serve the new social order.  Nikita embraces the revolution, and it becomes his 

second inspiration to create a deeply national, folk music drawing on his memories of his 

native Southern Ural’sk.  As if to prove Fedin’s favorite Russian saying, “Без корней 

дерево не растет” (“A tree does not grow without roots”), the tortured artist Nikita 

returns to his roots to renew his creativity.  The connection with the Russian people is 

Evgraf, an old peasant from their father’s estate; all three brothers love him.  Nikita’s 

ignorance of the Civil War and his unwillingness to choose sides in the conversation with 

Rostislav in the beginning of the novel mark the starting point of the artist’s spiritual and 

creative journey toward solving the dilemma of “Art vs. the Revolution” by merging the 

two in one purpose.  Through failures in personal life, self-doubt, and initial misgivings, 

Nikita came to his three major musical moments, culminating in conducting his own 

symphony.  His triumph is creating authentic Russian music that reflects the Revolution 

                                                 
158 The path of “воинствующий гуманизм” (“militant humanism”) (Brainina Fedin 33-35). 
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and the national spirit.  Written by an actual music critic, Fedin’s friend Shaporin, the 

laudatory review of Nikita’s symphony was Fedin’s experiment that he believed worked 

for the novel’s purpose.159   

The essential closeness between Fedin’s and Nikita’s creative trajectories 

suggests more than factual coincidences between the characters.  In a letter to Gorky on 

March 8, 1928, Fedin confessed that he worked “on the novel probably as 

doggedly/obstinately as my Nikita on music” (“над романом, пожалуй, так же упрямо, 

как мой Никита над музыкой”) (qtd. in Brainina 60).  Nikita becomes a truly Soviet 

artist, and whereas the reader does not know of his life beyond Nikita’s closing 

realization of his artistic destiny, Fedin’s career as a successful Soviet writer is well 

known.160  

 

Representative of what Solomon Volkov defines as “the new Petersburg 

prose,”161  works of Kaverin and Fedin revive the theme of Petersburg as a ghost ship and 

a carnivalesque place in the Bakhtinian sense (Volkov 379), as a city where the 

profanation of culture and religion takes place.  Petersburg’s rebirth after the devastation 

of the Revolution and the Civil War is portrayed ambiguously in The Brothers, as a proof 

of the city’s resiliency, but also as partial resurrection of the old, bourgeois way of life, 
                                                 
159 Silberstein, I. et al.  Tvorchestvo Konstantina Fedina: Stat’i.  Soobscheniia.  Dokumental’nye materialy.  
Vstrechi s Fedinym.  Bibliografiia.  Moscow: Nauka. 400-401. 
160 During the 1930s and 1940s, Fedin became the face of the Soviet literary establishment.  His undeniable 
talent and connections secured his privileged place in the Soviet literary sphere, while his loyalty to the 
regime, evidenced through participation in persecution of several “undesirable” writers, helped him to 
maintain this position for decades. 
161 Volkov argues that such prime examples of the new Petersburg prose as Mandel’shtam’s Shum vremeni 
(The Din of Time) and Shklovsky’s Sentimental’noe puteshestvie (The Sentimental Journey), among other 
works, formulated a new image of Petersburg as a ghost city, the locus of suffering and hardship and of 
unprecedented intensity of cultural life (365). 
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especially during the early NEP years.  Whereas the changing appearance of Petersburg 

in Kaverin’s novel left no doubt that the pre-Revolutionary pockets of resistance were 

doomed to become extinct, Fedin portrays a more complex picture of the city’s intense 

process of self-reinvention and recreation.  The image of resurrection, being undeniably 

Biblical in its essence, also suggests the continuity rather than drastic change in the city’s 

history: 

Но нет такого испытания, нет запрета, которые поколебали бы людскую 
веру в воскресение, и люди верили, что город воскреснет,  – и – каждому по 
вере его – город воскрес.  Он зашевелил окоченелыми пальцами – со 
ржавым свистом повернулись краны верфей, он начал дышать, и редкой 
испаринкой отделились от него дымки и поплыли в рассвет. (8) 

 

But there is no such trial, no prohibition that would shake people’s belief in 
resurrection, and people believed that the city would resurrect, and—according to 
your faith be it unto you—it did.  It moved its stiff fingers—the dock cranes 
turned with rusty hissing, and the haze separated from it like thin perspiration and 
sailed into the dawn. 

 
Similarly to Kaverin’s Petersburg in The End of the Gang, Fedin’s city emerges as 

an all-accepting metropolis, which accommodated a variety of lifestyles.  However, it is 

the city’s particular hospitality toward the social misfits, eccentrics, and those who did 

not fare well during the stable and prosperous times that distinguished Fedin’s vision of 

the city from that of Kaverin: 

Было хорошо жить в этом городе.  Огромный и суровый, многообразный в 
своих частях и необъяснимо одинаковый повсюду, он холодно примирял 
разноречия населявших его человеческих пород.  Герои и трибуны, 
домовладельцы и пенсионеры, рабочие, актеры, василеостровские 
профессора были равно терпимы его бесстрастным великолепием. 
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Во времена испытаний наполовину заброшенный и обветшалый город 
простер особую благостыню на людей чудаковатых, плохо пригодных в 
общежитии, людей смешных и непрактичных.  Они не только не 
вырождались, но как будто множились, упрямо довольствуясь стойким 
холодом своих квартир и теми пустяками, во имя которых не хотели 
умирать.  Почти никто из них не помнил, когда в последний раз досыта ел. 
(275) 

 

It was good to live in this city.  Huge and austere, varied in its parts and 
inexplicably uniform everywhere, it coldly conciliated/accommodated the 
heteroglossia/multivoicedness of the human breeds that inhabited it.  Heroes and 
tribunes, landlords and retirees, workers, actors, and professors from Vasilievsky 
Ostrov were equally tolerated by its impartial splendor. 

 

During the trying times, half-abandoned and dilapidated, the city extended its 
special mercy for the eccentrics, those ill-adjusted to community life, the 
ridiculous and impractical people.  Not only did they not cease to exist, but 
instead they seemed to multiply, obstinately making do with persistent the 
coldness of their apartments and those trifles that kept them alive.  Almost none 
of them remembered the last time when they ate their fill. 

 
 

In Argentina of the 1920s, the problem of national literature and literary tradition 

was widely discussed among the members of the Florida and Boedo groups, and, as in 

Russia of that time, literary language and narrative strategies came to be at the heart of 

the debates.  In this respect, the early work of Borges, Inquicisiones, and Arlt’s Los siete 

locos illustrate two different responses to the issues of national self-identification, 

reflecting not only purely literary, but also societal, tensions existing at that time.  The 

fact that both works found a wide readership and were much discussed in the Argentine 

literary public sphere attests to the fact that both authors proposed viable patterns for the 

development of Argentine literature.  Significantly, though, unlike the Russian case, 
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Borges’ later rejection of Inquisiciones and distancing himself from the rhetoric of 

criollismo in favor of greater cultural openness of his works—a path also proposed by 

Arlt’s fiction—signals the eventual “victory” of the Arltian, more cosmopolitan mode of 

expression. 

The stories of Borges’ and Arlt’s involvement with the Argentine publishing 

industry are illustrative of the strategies employed by writers competing for few 

publishing outlets.  Resulting unlikely alliances, the pressures of financial dependence, 

and need for validation by a senior writer with significant cultural capital were strikingly 

similar in Russia and Argentina. 

Established by Evar Méndez, Oliverio Girondo, and Ricardo Güiraldes in 1924, 

the publishing house Proa worked under the auspices of Proa, the bimonthly literary 

journal managed between 1925 and 1926 by Borges himself together with Güiraldes and 

Brandán Caraffa.  Despite its short eight-year existence and scarce output of 15 titles, 

Domingo Buonocore called the enterprise a landmark in Argentine culture:  

En efecto, este establecimiento, ajeno a toda especulación lucrativa, se dirigía al 
propósito fundamental de abaratar el costo de libro sin desmedro de su calidad.  
De paso, aspiraba igualmente, a difundir los nuevos valores de la literatura 
nacional. (109) 

 

In fact, far from seeking any profit, this establishment was guided by the 
fundamental intention to lower the cost of the book without hurting its quality.  
Besides, it also sought to disseminate the new values of the national literature. 

 
Not surprisingly, both the journal and its publishing house worked with the same 

writers: Borges, Güiraldes, Oliverio Girondo, Sergio Piñero, and several others who held 
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similar aesthetic views.  The publication of two chapters from Arlt’s first novel, El 

juguete rabioso, in Proa was rather an exception to the rule, and represented the 

interconnections within the Buenos Aires literary public sphere which facilitated such 

fluidity of affiliation.  Eliás Castelnuovo, the editor of the proposed Claridad series “Los 

Nuevos” (“The New Ones”) and one of the most important Boedo writers, rejected Arlt’s 

novel, which at that time bore the title La vida puerca (The Swine Life), on the grounds of 

its various imperfections, from faulty grammar to overall “incoherence.”  As Castelnuovo 

recollected in 1969, Arlt’s book,  

pese a su fuerza temperamental, ofrecía innumerable fallas de diversa índole, 
empezando por la ortografía…  siguiendo por la redacción y terminado por la 
unidad y coherencia del texto.  Le señalé hasta doce palabras de una sinuosidad 
insultante… ‘Tiene que trabajar más.  La presentación, las formas sintácticas no 
se ajustan a la idea que tiene esta colección.’162 

 

 despite its temperamental strength, offered multiple deficiencies of different 
nature, from spelling… to editing and, finally, to unity and coherence of the text.  
I showed him up to 12 insultingly lopsided words… ‘You have to work more.  
The presentation and the syntactic forms do not comply with the idea of this 
collection.’ 

 
 

Ironically, Castelnuovo’s criticism sounded much like Argentina’s cultural 

nationalists’ scornful litanies about perceived linguistic impurity and some writers’ 

inability to write in correct Spanish.  The verdict was all the more crushing for Arlt 

because of Castelnuovo’s status of an accomplished and established writer and mentor 

whose opinion was much valued among younger writers.  This rejection prompted Arlt to 

                                                 
162 Qtd. in Borré 107. 
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search for publishing opportunities with the Florida group.  Arlt’s close friend and fellow 

writer Conrado Nalé Roxlo introduced him to another distinguished writer, Ricardo 

Güiraldes.  Güiraldes suggested that Arlt change the novel’s title to El juguete rabioso 

(The Rabid Toy) and promised publishing opportunities with Proa, where he eventually 

published two chapters of the novel.163  It was also Güiraldes who insisted that Arlt 

submit his novel to the Primer Concurso Literario (First Literary Contest) announced by 

the publishing house Latina, whose head Enrique Méndez Calzada was Güiraldes’s 

personal friend.164  In 1925, Arlt’s novel, heavily edited by Güiraldes, received first prize, 

which entitled it to publication with Latina.  Arlt’s handwritten dedication on Güiraldes’s 

copy of El juguete rabioso revealed the gratitude and respect that he felt toward his 

mentor, whose role in Arlt’s personal and literary life was comparable to Gorky’s 

influence on Kaverin: “Quisiera profundamente brindarle algo más que estas líneas 

porque yo aprendido de usted una gran lección de vida” (Qtd. in Borré 120) (“I deeply 

wish to offer you more than these lines because I learned from you a great lesson of 

life”).  The two first reviews presented the author as a highly promising writer of the new 

generation,165 effectively earning him a place in the Argentine literary public sphere.  

When Güiraldes died in 1927 in Paris at age 41, three days after receiving the Premio 

Nacional de Literatura for his novel Don Segundo Sombra (1926), the Argentine world 

of letters was profoundly shocked.  When the plans for a special issue of Martín Fierro 

dedicated to the memory of Güiraldes did not materialize, Arlt published his epitaph in 
                                                 
163 Güiraldes initially planned to have the novel published in its entirety by the publishing house Proa, but 
the financial difficulties experienced by Proa at that time prevented that (Borré 109-10). 
164 This part draws on Omar Borré’s account (109-113). 
165 Both reviews were published in December 1926, Carlos Pirán’s in Mundo Argentino and Leónidas 
Barletta’s in the highly popular and widely read Nosotros. 
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the October 10, 1927 issue of Crítica.  Arlt portrayed Güiraldes, this “gauchito 

transplantado a la ciudad por cuyas calles caminaba con un ligero balanceo de hombre 

acostumbrado al caballo…” (qtd. in Borré 122) (“gaucho transplanted to the city, who 

walked its streets with a slight swinging motion of a man used to riding a horse…”), as a 

charismatic figure whose aristocratic manners set him apart in the Argentine literary 

milieu: 

Su vida íntima era tan perfecta como su obra y la permanencia de ese eco puesto 
de manifiesto en todos sus actos llegó a constituirlo en atmósfera de señorío 
adorable, un verdadero empaque simbólico, cuya seducción era irresistible. 

 

His private life was as perfect as his work, and the permanence of this echo, 
manifest in all his actions, created an atmosphere of admirable 
stateliness/lordliness and symbolic solemnity, whose seduction was irresistible. 
 

Arlt probably became acquainted with Zamora when they both worked at Crítica 

as journalists, before the latter founded his publishing house Claridad (discussed in the 

second chapter).166  Intense collaboration with Claridad started for Arlt with the 

publication of a chapter from Los siete locos, “El humillado,” in Claridad’s series 

Cuentistas argentinos de hoy (“Argentina’s Short-Story Writers of Today”), alongside 

works by Boedo writers José Guillermo Miranda Klix, Roberto Mariani, Raúl Scalabrini 

Ortiz, and Elías Castelnuovo.  That same year, another part of the novel, “Naufragio,” 

was published in the journal Claridad.  After Los siete locos was published by Claridad 

                                                 
166 At Zamora’s funeral in 1975, Elías Castelnuovo stated that Boedo would not have existed without 
Zamora and his publishing house Claridad (Borré 173). 
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in 1929, two more novels, the second part of the dyptich Los lanzallamas (1931) and the 

reprint of El juguete rabioso, were published by Claridad.    

       

Proa published Borges’ first book of essays Inquisiciones in 1925 with a small 

print run of 500, and although Borges refused to reprint it later, the collection is 

referenced by the title of Borges’ arguably most famous collection of essays Otras 

inquisiciones (1952).  Among the earliest works by Borges published by Proa were his 

highly successful book of poetry Luna de enfrente (1925), a collection of essays, El 

tamaño de mi esperanza (1926) (The Size of My Hope), which shared the fate of 

Inquisiciones.  Finally, another successful collection of poems, Cuaderno San Martín 

(1929), concluded Borges’ involvement with this publishing house.  Proa successfully 

promoted a number of highly experimental avant-garde works which became an instant 

sensation with readers, like Macedonio Fernández’s Papeles de recienvenido (1930), 

Ricardo Molinari’s El imaginero (1927), Güiraldes’s Don Segundo Sombra (1926), and 

Oliverio Girondo’s Espantapájaros (1932).  In the choice of items for publication, Proa 

was very close to another Florida publishing house, Martín Fierro, which functioned 

under the auspices of the famous literary journal of the same name.  Not only were the 

authors often the same (Sergio Piñero, Oliverio Girondo, Norah Lange, and, most 

frequently, Borges) but, most significantly, the editorial philosophy that avant-garde 

books are better distributed among friends than sold was strikingly similar.167     

                                                 
167 For example, the print runs of Borges’ first collections of poetry did not exceed 300 (Olea Franco 157). 
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Formulated in claims like “Nuestra redacción está compuesta por jóvenes con 

verdadera y honrada vocación artística, ajenos por completo a cualquier afán de lucro que 

pueda desviarlos de su camino” (Martín Fierro August-Sept. 1924, Vols. 8-9, 2)168 (“Our 

editorial staff is composed of young people with true and honorable artistic calling, 

completely foreign to any desire for profit which could divert them from their path”), the 

proclaimed lack of interest in the commercial success of the works was used by the 

Florida group as yet another (much emphasized) point of divergence with Boedo and its 

“mercantile” publisher Claridad.  Evar Méndez famously expressed his outrage at 

Claridad’s publication of Darío’s poetry for the reason of its alleged contamination when 

it “indefectiblemente se llega a las multitudes, fatalmente la plebe iletrada se adueña del 

tesoro mental y rítmico” (“infallibly arrives to the masses, the illiterate plebs fatally takes 

possession of this intellectual and rhythmic treasure”) in such despicable places as “las 

pringosas pizzerías locales” (“the greasy local pizzerías) and “en sus fábricas o cabarets” 

(“their factories or cabarets”) (Martín Fierro, Feb. 1924, 1, 2).  Here Méndez’s defense 

of the elite cultural product against the unworthy masses echoes Lugones’ exclusivist 

rhetoric of cultural nationalism.  Claiming their sole right to the Argentine and Spanish 

American literary traditions, Florida writers thus viewed themselves as singularly eligible 

to renew national literature.  Anti-democratic and exclusivist, martinfierrista discourse, 

                                                 
168 Proa realized a similar artistic program not only through its content, but also through the elegant 
editions of titles: “Los libros de su marca, bien diagramados, hechos en caracteres modernos y elegantes, 
nítidamente impresos en buen papel, alcanzaron las condiciones mínimos para definirlos, sencillamente, 
como productos de un arte nuevo.  El influjo de Proa fue intenso y saludable, pues con las tiradas de lujo 
de algunas de sus ediciones contribuyó, también, a reavivar en el público, el gusto por el libro bello…” 
(Buonocore 109). 
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as voiced by Méndez, attacked lower-class writers’ intentions to popularize literature and 

make it accessible to the masses.169 

The question of Arlt’s affiliation with Florida or Boedo has been a subject of 

much discussion.  The writer’s own statements further this confusion.  In 1929, Arlt 

stated that “[e]n el grupo llamado de Boedo encontramos a Castelnuovo, Eandi, yo y 

Barletta.  La característica de este grupo sería su interés por el sufrimiento humano…” 

(qtd. in Borré 173) (“in the Boedo group we find Castelnuovo, Eandi, me, and Barletta.  

The characteristic of this group is its preoccupation with human suffering…”).  Then in 

another 1929 interview he argued that the preoccupation with the well-being of 

humankind was not his intent: “Soy un perfecta egoísta.  La felicidad del hombre y de la 

humanidad no me interesan un pepino” (80) (“I am a perfect egotist.  The happiness of 

man or humanity does not interest me in the least”).  That some of his works were 

published in collections by Boedo writers and others appeared in the Florida publishing 

outlets, as we saw earlier, reflects the collaboration that went on behind the façade of the 

heated polemics between Florida and Boedo. 

What distinguished Arlt’s writings from those of Florida writers was his interest 

in the city’s underworld; his creative usage of Spanish, generously mixed with lunfardo, 

a dialect of the capital’s lower classes; and tortured characters whose Dostoevskian and 

                                                 
169 Other contributors often sounded more reserved and open-minded than the editor.  Oliverio Girondo, for 
example, stated in his much-quoted “Manifiesto Martín Fierro” (“Martín Fierro Manifesto”) (1924) that 
the magazine had faith not only in “our  phonetics, our vision” and so on, but also in Argentina’s “capacity 
for digestion and assimilation” (“Martín Fierro tiene fe en nuestra fonética, en nuestra visión, en nuestros 
modales, en nuestro oído, en nuestra capacidad digestiva y de asimilación”) (Las vanguardias 
latinoamericanas 143).  The important mention of the mechanisms of cultural digestion captures the 
Zeitgeist of the Latin American cultural sphere, reappearing with new intensity in Oswald de Andrade’s 
1928 “Manifesto Antropófago.” 
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Gorkian dilemmas place them outside the Argentine literary tradition.  Despite Borges’ 

(and other Florida writers’) exploration of much the same topics—for example, the 

Buenos Aires mythic gangsters and arrabal (neighborhoods, outskirts), especially in 

Borges’ 1930 Evaristo Carriego—Olea Franco argues that Roberto Arlt pursued goals 

that were directly opposed to Borges’ criollismo program.  Even in his first novel, El 

juguete rabioso (1926) (The Rabid Toy), Arlt included lunfardo to indicate certain 

ajenidad, foreignness or outsider-ness in relation to the Argentine letters (Olea Franco 

184), and to mark it as distinct from the purist criollismo program.  Furthermore, 

…sin duda Roberto Arlt es uno de los escritores de la época a quienes fascina la 
lengua viva, desde el habla germanesca del hampa hasta el lenguaje cotidiano con 
el que se comunica el porteño. (184) 

 

…without a doubt, Roberto Arlt is one of the writers of the time who is fascinated 
by the living language, from the Germanic talk/speech of the underworld to the 
everyday language in which a porteño communicates. 

 

It was precisely this street roughness of Arlt’s prose that drew much criticism 

from the Florida writers (and even the Boedian Castelnuvo), as he was accused of not 

being able to use Spanish correctly.  His works, like those by Boedo writers, were often 

charged with foreignness and un-Argentineness—or rather, of not being criollo, which 

often became synonymous with nacional.170  However, what was perceived by those 

critics as a lack of writing skills was in fact an integral part of Arlt’s conscious (and 

constant) exploration of the possibilities of language.  The polyphony and heterogeneity 
                                                 
170 As was stated in Florida’s magazine Martín Fierro, “Todos somos los argentinos sin esfuerzo, porque 
no tenemos que disimular ninguna ‘pronunzia’ exótica” (Martín Fierro, 1924) (“We are all Argentines 
without an effort, because we do not have to conceal any exotic ‘pronunzia’/ ‘pronunziation’”). 
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of the Argentine Spanish, in his view, attested to the evolving, cosmopolitan nature of 

Argentina’s modernity, and as a literary language was singularly adequate for conveying 

the national character.  For Arlt, it is absurd to try to vest new and ever-changing ideas in 

rigid, unchanging language (“pretender enchalecar en una gramática canónica, las ideas 

siempre cambiantes y nuevas de los pueblos”) (Aguafuertes 178) (“to try to place in a 

strait-jacket the ever-changing and new ideas of the nations”).  In the same 1930 

aguafuerte “El idioma de los argentinos,”171 Arlt contrasted “los pueblos bestias” 

(“crude” or “stupid” peoples) that, for the lack of ideas, preserve their language 

unchanged, and those nations, which, “como el nuestro, están en una continua evolución, 

sacan palabras de todos los ángulos, palabras que indignan a los profesores…” 

(Aguafuertes 177) (“like ours, are in constant development, and take words from 

everywhere, words that enrage professors…”).172  With a task similar to Kaverin’s 

mission to render faithfully the language of Petersburg’s criminal underworld, Arlt 

preserved the richness of porteño criminal dialect in the speech of his tormented and 

angst-driven characters.   

Arlt’s investigation of the motives and impulses behind criminal actions took 

center stage in many of his sketches, short stories, and novels.  His work as a crime 

reporter for Crítica in 1927 put him in direct contact with the Buenos Aires underworld 

and provided him with prototypes for several characters.173  Rosenberg argues that Arlt’s 

                                                 
171 The title of Arlt’s sketch, identical with Borges’ 1928 criollista work, clearly entered into the dialog 
with the latter. 
172 In the same sketch, Arlt argues that powerful nations superimpose their languages on others countries, 
citing American English words in Argentina and Argentine words (lunfardo) in Brazil (178). 
173 Like Kaverin, Arlt engaged in lengthy conversations with professional thieves in order to find material 
for his future works.  Borré specifically singles out one night in the bar “La paloma” where Arlt collected 
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interest in criminal practices  brought him closer to the leftist avant-garde writers, for 

example, Raúl González Tuñon, who both displayed a romanticized marginality and 

represented “an insinuation that every performed identity (including his own as journalist 

and writer) is already built upon consecrated mechanisms of bad faith and forgery” (125).  

Indeed, the “seven madmen” brought together by the charismatic and mysterious leader 

Astrologer in Los siete locos are longing for extraordinary events to lift them away from 

the anguish and misery of their monotonous existence.  The protagonist, Augusto Remo 

Erdosain, an embezzler who intended to stay in his company by returning the funds he 

had stolen, needed his employment while he waited for an extraordinary event “que diera 

un giro inesperado a su vida y lo salvara de la catástrofe que veía acercarse a su puerta” 

(9) (“that would give his life an unexpected charge and save him from the catastrophe 

looming in his future”) (Lindstrom 5). 

The Astrologer’s grandiose plans to change the world with a revolution supported 

through illegal activities and terror, and eventually leading to the domination of the 

selected few, were exactly the ideas that sparked the imagination of his followers, 

Erdosain, el Rufián Melancólico (the Melancholy Ruffian), and others.  In his self-

expository monologue, the Astrologer mused that their group, a secret organization not 

unlike the Ku Klux Klan in its setup, could be either Bolshevik or Fascist and would 

attract a wide following among the public:  

Vea que por ahora lo que yo pretendo hacer es un bloque donde se consoliden 
todas las posibles esperanzan humanas.  Mi plan es dirigirnos con preferencia a 

                                                                                                                                                 
new words and details of various burglaries from several criminals, which would form part of Los siete 
locos (197). 
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los jóvenes bolcheviques, estudiantes y proletarios inteligentes.  Además, 
acogeremos a los que tienen un plan para reformar el universo, a los empleados 
que aspiran a ser millionarios, a los inventores fallados—no se dé por aludido, 
Erdosain—, a los cesantes de cualquier cosa, a los que acaban de sufrir un proceso 
y quedan en la calle sin saber para qué lado mirar… (31)174 

 

What I mean to do is make a big something to be the ultimate focus of human 
yearnings.  My plan is to appeal especially to young Bolsheviks, students, and 
intelligent proletarians.  Besides them, we’ll appeal to all the world reformers, 
clerks who fantasize being millionaires, frustrated inventors—not you, of course, 
Erdosain—plus anyone who’s been laid off or else had some run-in with the law, 
people who’re out on the street not knowing where to turn. (Lindstrom 31) 

 
At one of the group’s meetings, another of its members, the Major, portrayed the 

army’s deep dissatisfaction with the state of affairs in Argentina and asserted the army’s 

readiness for a revolution—“las elecciones presidenciales se hacen con capitales 

norteamericanos, previa promesa de otorgar concesiones a una empresa interesada en 

explotar nuestras riquezas nacionales” (136) (“The whole presidential race is funded by 

American corporations in return for promises to make it easy for them to come in and 

exploit our national resources” [Lindstrom 153]),—uncannily foreshadowing the military 

coup d’état which happened a year later, in 1930.175 

Arlt’s pervasive interest in these underprivileged city dwellers who both 

entertained the Hollywood- and pulp-fiction-inspired fantasies of love and riches and 
                                                 
174 In his speech in front of captured Barsut, the Astrologer admitted that the leaders of his organizations 
would be complete cynics: “Seremos bolcheviques, católicos, fascistas, ateos, militaristas, en diversos 
grados de iniciación” (127) (“We’ll be Bolsheviks, Catholics, Fascists, atheists, militarists, depending on 
where you are in the echelons” [Lindstrom 142]). 
175 Arlt specified in the author’s note that even though the novel predated the coup by a year, “resulta 
curioso que las declaraciones de los revolucionarios del  6 de setiembre coincidan con tanta exactitud con 
aquellas que hace el Mayor y cuyo desarrollo confirman numerosos sucesos acaecidos después del 6 de 
setiembre” (136) (“there is a startling degree of likeness between the declarations of the September 6 group 
and the Major’s, and both bear similar fruit, as shown by the events following the September coup” 
[Lindstrom 154]). 
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harbored a vague yearning for global social change reflected the importance of this group 

for the changing make-up of Argentine society.176  In Los siete locos, Arlt explored a 

possible scenario of this group’s political involvement through participation in a 

conspiratorial circle like that of Astrologer.  As the most ideologically flexible social 

stratum, the lumpenproletariat, in the Astrologer’s view, would be easily attracted by the 

promise of money and the mysterious ideology of his secret organization.  Moreover, 

their readiness to perform morally ambiguous actions would ensure their dependency on 

the organization’s head, who would resort to blackmailing them if need be.  That’s why 

the Astrologer accepts Erdosain’s plan to kidnap Barsut and extort money from him, and 

later fakes his murder.  Both Erdosain’s and the Astrologer’s reflections on the 

inevitability of homicide for social change are reminiscent of Rodion Raskol’nikov’s 

inner dialogues in Crime and Punishment.177  Both Erdosain and the Astrologer, though, 

sought direct inspiration in Lenin’s words during the 1917 Revolution:  

Luego pensaba en Lenin, que, restregándose las manos, repetía a los comisarios 
de los Soviets: 

—Es una locura.  ¿Cómo podemos hacer la revolución sin fusilar a nadie? —Y 
esto regocijaba el corazón del Astrólogo.  Establecería dicho principio en la 
sociedad.  Los futuros patriarcas de razas serían educados con un inexorable 
criterio homicida; y nuevamente se ensanchaban las esperanzas. (207) 

 

                                                 
176 Erdosain proved to be the best representative of the group: his frequent daydreaming of extraordinary 
events like meeting a rich heiress or the “melancholy and taciturn millionaire” (un millionario “melancólico 
y taciturno”) who would notice and save him, were inspired by plots in popular adventure novels and films. 
177 The parallels between the novels stretch far beyond these similarities.  In her book, El discurso 
narrativo arltiano, Ana María Zubieta performs a thorough analysis of Dostoevskian themes and narrative 
devices in Arlt’s works, especially in Los siete locos. 
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Then he thought about Lenin, how he had wrung his hands and repeated to the 
Soviet commissars: 

“What’s this garbage?  How can we make a revolution if we don’t shoot anyone?”  
And this put joy in Astrologer’s heart.  He would set forth such a principle in his 
own society.  The future patriarchs of new races would be brought up to consider 
murder standard procedure; and again his hopes grew. (Lindstrom 234) 

 
With the vagueness of purpose and violence proclaimed as the means of attaining 

world domination, the group was ultimately driven by the same impulses as Baraban’s 

gang in Kaverin’s novel: the search for self-validation through criminal activities.  Lost in 

the city’s “anguish zones” (“la zona de la angustia” [9]), as Erdosain called the cloudlike 

areas in the city in which human beings felt tormented and miserable,178 the members of 

the group led meaningful existences only within the Astrologer’s virtual realm in which 

he generously gave out titles and outlined future riches.  The Gold Seeker, one of the 

frustrated city-dwellers, defined the corrupting effect of the city on a man in terms of 

terminal disease: 

Las ciudades son los cánceres del mundo.  Aniquilan al hombre, lo moldean 
cobarde, astuto, envidioso, y es la envidia la que afirma sus derechos sociales, la 
envidia y la cobardía.  Si esos rebaños se compusieran de bestias corajudas lo 
hubieran hecho pedazos todo. (150) 

 

Cities are like cancer in this world.  They annihilate men, make them cowards, 
wily, envious, then envy and cowardice structure society around their needs.  If 
those sheep had any fight in them they’d tear it down. (Lindstrom 168) 
 

                                                 
178 Arlt presented a gallery of eccentric if not outright demented characters influenced by the city’s 
poisonous “anguish zones,” like the pharmacist Ergueta, the prostitute Hipólita, and Barsut. 
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Those crushed by envy and cowardice are drawn to places beyond the reach of 

society, to the outer edges of the city.  A seedy diner in which the atmosphere of 

pervasive despair and unhappiness was intensified by “el tango carcelario” (164) 

(“jailhouse tango” [Lindstrom 184]) was one of such public spaces on the margins of the 

city and its Europeanizing and modernizing influence.  As Fernando J. Rosenberg has 

argued, those spaces harbored Argentina’s passive-aggressive response to the onslaught 

of European modernity: 

The archetypes of universality woven from tango legends and marginal 
neighborhoods might, by virtue of its unexpected location, challenge European 
exclusivist claims to universality. (124) 

 
Analyzing Arlt’s earlier works, Rosenberg argues that “it might be productive to 

juxtapose  Arlt’s aguafuertes with the Argentinean critic Beatriz Sarlo’s reading (1993) 

of Borges’ poetics of the orilla, the edge of the city, a critical-epistemological position 

standing for the periphery of the West” (124).  This analysis seems to be applicable to 

Los siete locos as well: the new face of Argentina was emerging within that 

disenfranchised, marginalized, ethnically diverse, and culturally open group captured so 

aptly in Arlt’s novels.  Arlt often recorded his own eclectic taste in literature and 

openness to various modes of literary expression in his highly popular sketches of life in 

Buenos Aires Aquafuertes porteñas (Porteño Etchings) published in El Mundo between 

1928 and 1933.  Beatriz Sarlo especially underlined the heavy presence of Russian 

authors in Arlt’s formative experience:  
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Se sabe: Arlt echó mano a todo lo que pudo ir recogiendo en un aprendizaje 
costoso.  El folletín, las traducciones españolas de los autores rusos, la novela 
sentimental, Ponson de Terrail, Dostoievski y Andréiev entraban en ese proceso 
gigantesco de canibalización y deformación, de perfeccionamiento y de parodia 
que es la escritura arltiana. (52)  

 

It is well known that Arlt tried his hand in everything he could in his costly 
apprenticeship.  A newspaper serial, Spanish translations of Russian authors, a 
sentimental novel, Ponson de Terrail, Dostoevsky and Andreyev entered in this 
gigantic process of cannibalization and deformation, of improvement and 
parodying, which is Arlt’s writing. 
 

The wide popularity of Arlt’s novels suggests that he correctly sensed the most 

vital questions about nationhood and the future of Argentina, and, without making it his 

primary aim, articulated them in markedly cosmopolitan and inclusive vein, targeting 

readers who did not need to possess traditionally elite cultural capital to understand and 

enjoy his work.  Sarlo identifies Arlt’s readers as those who rely on “los saberes 

callejeros” (“street knowledge”) including cheap editions of literature, technical manuals, 

occultism, study groups, and so on (56).  It was exactly that reading public which 

Zamora’s Claridad sought to reform and uplift through meaningful literature, and not 

surprisingly, Los siete locos was an instant success with its readers.179   

 Similarly to Kaverin’s and Fedin’s works, which incorporated Western influence 

to create an authentically Russian response to modernity, Arlt’s novels illustrated the 

concept of a new national literature as translation and appropriation of various works of 

world literature.  By shifting the Argentine cultural paradigm toward greater 
                                                 
179 In the interview quoted above, Arlt discussed the Argentine readers’ penchant for sensations making 
Argentina a promised land for writers, because “el primero que haga un poco de psicología y de cosas 
extrañas, se meterá en el bolsillo a esta gente” (80) (“the first one who adds a bit of psychology and unusual 
things will have hold of them”). 
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cosmopolitanism and heterogeneity, Arlt’s polyphonic novels laid the groundwork for the 

Boom generation.  Ana María Zubiete suggests that  

…Roberto Arlt en Los siete locos “invierte” parte del patrimonio literario 
nacional, adopta e incorpora un fragmento foráneo, construye una constelación 
discursiva en la que se entretejen múltiples discursos […] y los cohesiona de tal 
modo que el texto puede ser vinculado con otros textos, con otros discursos y no 
ser, al mismo tiempo, asimilado a ninguno, alcanzando un alto grado de 
especifidad. (13) 

…In The Seven Madmen, Roberto Arlt “inverts” a part of the national literary 
legacy, adopts and incorporates a foreign fragment, constructs a discursive 
constellation in which multiple discourses intertwine […] and Arlt draws them 
together in such a way that his text becomes linked with other texts and other 
discourses without being, at the same time, assimilated into any, and reaches a 
high degree of specificity. 

 
 

This ability to “adopt and incorporate a foreign element” in a way that it 

organically enters the writer’s own discourse was also a quality that distinguished 

Borges’ writings even in the early criollista collection of essays Inquisiciones.  In 

Peripheral (Post) Modernity: The Syncretist Aesthetics of Borges, Piglia, Kalokyris and 

Kyriakidis (2007), Eleni Kefala uses the term syncretist aesthetics to describe the 

“peripheral” works of Argentine and Greek writers, which appears to be “symptomatic of 

the mixing of different and often opposed aesthetic principles and traditions that occur in 

peripheral countries” (1).  She argues that in Borges’ “syncretist aesthetic” various 

traditions, genres and discourses coexist in tension:   

the concept of translation  as transfer/transformation constitutes a key term in the 
understanding of Borges’ aesthetics, which ultimately emerge as an effective 
response to the ideological debates in his contemporary Argentina, virtually 
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transcending the inseparable dyad “culture-nation” (in countries of the periphery). 
(3) 
 

Even though Kefala refers specifically to Borges’ more mature collections of 

essays and short stories, written in the 1940s and 1950s, it seems to me that as a 

transitional work, Inquisiciones already shows the writer’s evolution toward the 

acclaimed narrative style that he mastered during the late 1930s and the 1940s.  In the 

1930s, Borges experienced a profound change in his artistic views and distanced himself 

from all his pre-1930 works.180  As a part of this process, Borges rejected Inquisiciones 

largely because several of the essays revealed the author’s adherence to the criollista 

ideology and rhetoric, which he witnessed to be used by the new antidemocratic 

government that seized power in 1930.   

Dedicated to “expresión criolla” (“Creole expression”) with all its nostalgic 

charge, the essays lamented the arrival of European-style modernity and subsequent loss 

of the Creole world, which was supposed to “die singing” (“morir cantando”) 

(Inquisiciones 146).  Written in a language that combines archaisms with words of 

Argentine coinage, the essay “Queja de todo criollo” demarcated the cultural territory just 

as did Arlt’s novel, but the intended audiences of the two were remarkably different.  

Borges’ essay would appeal to the fellow members of the Florida group and to cultural 

nationalists and sympathizers by maintaining the opposition of “argentinidad” versus 

“progreso,” or the authentic Argentina of Rosas and gauchesca poetry against imported 

                                                 
180 Martin S. Stabb suggests that the mid-1930s “may mark a turning point, if not a crisis, in Borges’ life as 
a writer.  The changes in his poetry and the ensuing decrease in his production of verse suggest this as do 
the essays in Discusión (Discussion, 1932)” (27).  However, Stabb argues that the change concerned only 
his manner of expression and emphasis, and not his essential literary outlook and themes (27). 



 

 176  

modernity. Olea Franco identifies these tendencies in Borges as profoundly anti-

liberal:181 

el discurso de Borges se ubica dentro de la más pura tradición antiliberal, para la 
que el término “progreso” adquiere exclusivamente connotaciones negativas.  Al 
rechazar todos los resultados de la modernización de Argentina impulsada por los 
liberales, Borges asume una postura abiertamente antimoderna que coincide con 
numerosos movimientos nacionalistas y antimodernos del periodo en diferentes 
latitudes. (96) 

 

Borges’ discourse is situated inside the most pure anti-liberal tradition, for which 
the term “progress” acquires exclusively negative connotations.  By rejecting all 
the results of Argentina’s modernization promoted by the liberals, Borges 
assumes an openly anti-modern stance which coincides with numerous nationalist 
and anti-modern movements of the period in various geographical locations. 
 

If only partly fair, Olea Franco’s analysis seems to confuse the distinction 

between Borges himself and the narrator and therefore disregards the notorious 

elusiveness of Borges’ own opinions.  Indeed, while speaking from the standpoint of 

cultural nationalism, Borges criticized its arguably main apologist Ricardo Rojas and his 

writings as “un vejamen paradójico de nuestra forma de ser” (144) (“a paradoxical satire 

of our character”).  Possibly a strategy intended to legitimize his place in Argentine 

literature upon arrival from Europe,182 Borges’ usage of cultural nationalist discourse in 

                                                 
181 Borges’ translator and promoter in France, Néstor Ibarra, was partly responsible for the creation of a 
lasting vision of Borges as a non-Argentine author which effectively shaped the reception of the author 
worldwide.  Pronouncedly cosmopolitan and universal, Borges’ fiction therefore was deemed worthy of 
international recognition.  By playing down the importance of poetry and Argentine themes in his work, 
Ibarra created a falsified and fragmented image of Borges that had tremendous repercussions for critical 
evaluation of his works (Olea Franco 15-16). 
182 Olea Franco notes the conscious nature of Borges’ efforts to insert himself into the ongoing debates 
about the national character: “La mayor parte de esta producción literaria está signada por el ejercicio 
consciente y recurrente de una tendencia nacionalista: el criollismo, la cual es muy visible en las versiones 
originales de sus primeros poemas y ensayos” (93).    
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the context of Inquisiciones was riddled with contradictions.  The collection includes, on 

the one hand, this isolationist rhetoric of cultural preservation, and on the other, opens up 

new literary and philosophical horizons with the introduction of James Joyce, George 

Berkeley, and Sir Thomas Browne.  This “criollismo urbano de vanguardia,” as Sarlo 

described it (“Vanguardia y criollismo” 16-17), emerged in another essay of the 

collection, “La criolledad de Ipuche” (“The Creolism of Ipuche”), in which the author 

concluded his linguistic analysis of Pedro Leandro Ipuche’s book of poetry Tierra honda 

(1924) with the following tongue-in-cheek statement: 

 Quiero asimismo confesar un bochorno.  Rezando sus palabras, me ha 
estremecido largamente la añoranza del campo donde la criolledad se refleja en 
cada yuyito y he padecido la vergüenza de mi borrosa urbanidad en que la 
fibrazón nativa es ¡apenas! Una tristeza noble ante el reproche de las querenciosas 
guitarras o ante esa urgente y sutil flecha que nos destinan los zaguanes antiguos 
en cuya hondura es límpido el patio como una firme rosa. (1994 66) 

 

In the same manner, I would like to confess an embarrassment.  While reading his 
words, I was very shaken by yearning for the countryside where creolism is 
reflected in every blade of grass, and I suffered from shame of my foggy urbanity, 
in which the inner fibrous core is—barely!—some noble sadness faced with 
reproach of the longing/nostalgic guitars or with that insistent and delicate flirt to 
which we are destined by the old hallways in whose depth the patio is limpid like 
a firm rose. 

 
Mockery and self-mockery, so characteristic of Borges’ style in later works, and 

the author’s palpable distance from his subject make it impossible to accept the narrator’s 

statements at face value.  It was precisely that playfulness and the author’s ability to 

preserve the mode of inquiry announced in the title of the collection that attracted readers 

and critics.  Pedro Henríquez Ureña commented on his linguistic experimentation that “a 
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cada línea se ve la inquisición, la busca o la invención de la palabra o el giro mejores, o 

siquiera de los menos gastados” (29) (“In each line there is visible inquisition, the search 

for or invention of a better or less used word or expression”).  However, Borges was not 

always successful in those exercises, since “[e]stilo perfecto es el que, como plenitud 

expresiva, oculta las inquisiciones previas; es de esperar que Borges aprenda a quitar sus 

andamios y alcance el equilibrio y la soltura” (29) (“the perfect style and the profusion of 

expressiveness obscured his previous inquisitions; we only hope that Borges will learn to 

remove the scaffolds and gain balance and ease/fluency”). With some rare exceptions,183 

most reviews of Inquisiciones were laudatory; he was notably praised by Francisco Luis 

Bernárdez and Leopoldo Marechal.  In December 1925, Inquisiciones received the 

ultimate cultural validation in Valery Larbaud’s enthusiastic praise on the pages of the 

Paris-based La Revue Européenne.  Described by Larbaud as the best book of criticism 

that ever came from Latin America, Inquisiciones was destined to open a new era in 

Argentine criticism (27).  Larbaud praised Borges for expanding the Argentine cultural 

canon, traditionally limited to Argentine and French works, to include Spanish, German, 

and English philosophers and writers (28), and for successfully inscribing Argentine 

literary tradition, especially the gauchesca poetry, into world literature.    

Borges’ presentation of Buenos Aires as the embodiment of the Creole spirit and 

product of Argentina’s landscape is both reminiscent of Sarmiento’s determinism and 

                                                 
183 For example, Sergio Piñero in his review of Inquisiciones (Martín Fierro, 25 June 1925, 18, 4) 
perceived that Borges’ criollismo was too artificial and contrived. 
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inspired by the expressionist geometrical perception.184  Unlike other cities that grow 

upward, Buenos Aires 

[e]s más bien un trasunto de la planicie que la ciñe, cuya derechura rendida tiene 
continuación en la rectitud de calles y casas.  Las líneas horizontales vencen las 
verticales.  Las perspectivas—de moradas de uno o dos pisos, enfiladas y 
confrontándose a lo largo de la leguas de asfalto y piedra—son demasiado fáciles 
para no parecer inverosímiles. (1994 88)  

 

is rather a reflection of the plains that surround it, whose submissive straightness 
finds continuation in the straightness of streets and houses.  Horizontal lines 
defeat verticals.  The perspectives—one- or two-storied dwellings, with enfilades 
and confronted lengthways with leagues of asphalt and stone—are too simple not 
to seem improbable. 

 
A telling frequency of words like “noble,” “patricio,” “primordial,” and 

“nobleza,” convey the sense of historical rootedness and cultural legitimacy of 

Argentina’s capital to the outside observer, and function to create the vision of the city 

that is permeated by Creole nostalgia: “Calles que silenciosamente se avienen con la 

noble tristeza de ser criollo.  Calles y casas de la patria.  Ojalá en su ancha intimidad 

vivan mis días venideros” (1994 91) (“Streets that are in silent accord with the noble 

sadness of being Creole.  Streets and houses of the homeland.  If only my future days 

would be spent in its comfortable familiarity”). 

                                                 
184 For an in-depth analysis of expressionist tendencies in Argentine literature, see Naomi Lindstrom’s 
Literary Expressionism in Argentina: The Presentation of Incoherence.  Tempe: Arizona State UP, 1977. 
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Just as Kaverin accepted a clear and straightforward literary style, which was a 

hallmark of Fedin’s prose (and that of Russian realism), by 1930 Borges abandoned his 

earlier convoluted baroque prose in favor of a more simple and direct narrative style and 

language, as if heeding Henríquez Ureña’s earlier advice.  The first example of this shift 

was manifest in Evaristo Carriego (1930), in which he also rejected the philosophy of 

criollismo and linguistic purity.  Searching for the origins of Argentine identity in las 

orillas, the outlying districts, borders, or outskirts of the city, he represented the surreal 

and ambiguous liminal space in which the pampas challenges the capital over its almost-

undefined borders.  Rejection of criollismo came as part of the author’s creative evolution 

and as a reaction to the military coup of 1930.  

:  
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Conclusions 

The panoramic vision of the emergence of the literary public sphere in relation to 

the development of print culture and formation of national identity offers a unique 

perspective on a century and a half of competing cosmopolitan and nationalist tendencies 

in Argentina and Russia.  The Argentine and Russian literary spheres formed partly 

because of the internal and external pressures for national self-definition through literary 

production and authentication of claims for place in the “world republic of letters.”    In 

the preceding chapters, I have shown that Russia’s and Argentina’s transformation from 

backward societies to the centers of cultural modernity was possible because of the 

efforts of progressive publishers and cultural agents, guided by their cultural mission and 

cosmopolitan thinking.  As we have seen, literary practices of Kaverin, Fedin, Borges, 

and Arlt reflected the ongoing ideological debates and initially provided distinct 

responses to the challenges of modernity.  Importantly, though, as they matured as 

writers, all four littérateurs were able to find a mode of expression that allowed them to 

translate their “peripheral” experiences into culturally hybridized, yet distinctively 

national, literary works. 

In Chapter One, I have shown the development of print culture in its relation to 

the formation of Argentine and Russian national identities against the backdrop of 

alternating phases of cultural cosmopolitanism and insularity throughout the nineteenth 

century.  My investigation validated the chapter’s thesis that only by the end of the 

nineteenth century did the literary public spheres emerge in full.   
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Chapter Two focused on two primary responses to the arrival of modernity in 

Argentina and Russia: acceptance of increasing cultural hybridization and 

transculturation and the traditionalist response, which took the form of a politics of 

cultural nationalism.  I have illustrated that diverse and modernized Petersburg and 

Buenos Aires became natural sites of the struggle between ideologies of cosmopolitanism 

and nationalism. The new forms of sociability created more public venues for Russian 

and Argentine writers to disseminate their vision of national culture, be it in the vein of 

cultural nationalism or in opposition to it.  Articulations of Argentina’s and Russia’s 

hybrid cultures as confluence of diverse traditions with authentically national roots 

became a common answer to the politics of cultural insularity.  The analysis of the 

literary and publishing projects of prominent cultural agents—Manuel Galvéz, Ricardo 

Rojas, and Leopoldo Lugones in Argentina, and Maxim Gorky and Anatoly Lunacharsky 

in Russia—provided an insight into the inner workings of the field of cultural production 

in these countries by revealing strong patterns of clientelism and patronage.   

In Chapter Three, I analyzed the literary responses to alternative modernity and 

illustrated the mechanisms of cultural production in Russian and Argentine literary public 

spheres.  The textual analysis of the short stories and novels by Borges, Arlt, Kaverin, 

and Fedin substantiated my thesis that incorporation of foreign and native literary 

traditions led to the creation of highly original and authentically national literary texts.  

Initially benefiting from their protégé positions in the clientelist structures of literary 

spheres and hailed as the future of national literature, all four writers by the mid-1920s 

actively contributed to the strengthening of literary networks in their countries, directly 
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and indirectly preparing the ground for further professionalization and bureaucratization 

of literary life in Russia and Argentina. 

In Russia, the notorious Party resolution of 1932 “On the restructuring of literary 

artistic organizations” (“O perestroike literaturno-khudozhestvennykh organizatsii”), 

formally put an end to the productive period of creative freedom and independence by 

outlawing any literary groupings outside the newly founded single organization (later 

named the Writers’ Union).  With a single organization controlling literary production in 

the country, on the one hand, and a centralized system of state-controlled publishing 

houses, the Soviet Union has quickly “created a middlebrow mass culture, one that 

combined bourgeois homogeneity and stability with mass print-runs” (Lovell 34).. 

Symptomatic of the hardening of the Party line, this measure opened the period of mass 

repression of writers and artists.  Kaverin and Fedin, however, were among few 

genuinely talented writers who were unscathed by Stalin’s purges and continued their 

successful literary careers.     

The dictatorial regime, installed in 1930 in Argentina, did not affect the literary 

public sphere as dramatically.  Even though the economic conditions worsened after the 

1929 crisis, writers could still publish their work freely.  The processes of 

professionalization that started in the late 1920s were solidified by a series of measures 

like the introduction of the 1933 Law No.11.723 on “Scientific, Literary and Artistic 

Property,” which introduced a new type of relationship between publishers and authors 

based on fixed contracts and the acknowledgment of a writer’s work as his or her 

intellectual property.  The writers’ inscription in the Register of the Intellectual Property, 
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among other steps toward further professionalization, even if often disregarded, was an 

important gesture against unregulated and fluid interactions between editors and their 

clients and to sometimes abusive treatment of authors by their publishers.  The creative 

trajectories of Borges and Arlt were quite similar to those of Kaverin and Fedin.  After 

the success of Los siete locos, Arlt published a sequel to the novel, Los lanzallamas, in 

1931.  His novels and Aguafuertes profoundly influenced the literature of the Boom 

generation in Spanish America.  Throughout the 1930s, Borges published extensively in 

Victoria Ocampo’s famous literary magazine Revista Sur, enjoying his almost cult status 

in the world of Argentine letters. 

 

While the scope of this study did not allow the inclusion of yet another country, 

the study of Brazilian modernismo of the 1920s seems to be a logical continuation of this 

project.  Hopefully, the theoretical model designed for this study would be fruitful for the 

analysis of cultural processes in the context of alternative modernities in other countries 

that featured similar sociocultural developments to those in Russia and Argentina.  The 

new understanding of the critical role of publishers in the cultural processes in Russia and 

Argentina, proposed by this dissertation, sheds light on the complex mechanisms of 

cultural production and on the relations between littérateurs and the cultural 

establishment not only in Russia and Argentina, but also internationally.  For example, 

the analysis of the politics of cultural nationalism in Russia and Argentina as a response 

to perceived spiritual and intellectual bankruptcy of the West has shown the anti-

democratic potential of this ideology.  Be it fascism, totalitarianism, or war communism, 
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the oppressive regimes courted influential cultural figures to validate their claim to 

legitimacy.  Just as in Europe, where the ideas of fascism resonated with many 

intellectuals—one thinks of Ezra Pound and the Italian Futurists, for example,—in Russia 

and Argentina the spread of cultural nationalism and the new understanding of the 

nation’s sacred mission could have influenced the course of political events through the 

efforts of influential littérateurs and publishers.   
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