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Tango, Taxis, and Tradition in Fair Argentina
By Karen Cowden, MA Ed. Professor of Reading

(work based on “Kilts, Coos, and Nessie:  Scotland in Three Days” by Jeanne Mauzy)
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 As I stepped off the plane with my friends Dr. Troy Gifford and Lester Rapalo-Sanders, I was plumb exhausted!  After all, I had not slept for 11 hours and was crammed like a sardine in my airline seat the entire trip, but Lester was wide awake and Ana was waiting to see us.  So, Troy and I tried to rouse some energy.  We all were ready to practice our Spanish language skills (Troy and myself being nonnative speakers), experience the culture of this fair Argentina, and spend our days walking across the city of Buenos Aires learning all about this matriarchal country.  After all, they have already elected two female presidents, implemented national healthcare, and have free educational tuition for their citizens through college.  What more could a country do?  Mas (Spanish, for “more”).  The next week reignited my love of the cultural arts, my passion for meeting new people, and  the joy of sipping wine all while having intellectually stimulating conversations with colleagues.  On my return to the apartment after the long days I filled in my journals with as many events as I could muster with matters of historical anecdotes,  Ana Caledero-Figueroa having acted as our tour guide.  Both she and Lester shared their passion for this country,  never running out of treasured tales from their research and prior knowledge.  I will take you on my trip through the tidbits that I learned in the hope that you, too, will find Argentina to be filled with respect to their richness in history, traditions, and talent. 
 
2. The Bohemian style apartment was where we enjoyed the first of many cups of café con leche although we had many other café stops for more.   The glimpse of this country most Americans know is from the movie, “Evita,” but the real story is even more interesting.  The film and book portray a [image: image5.jpg]


fictionalized version of the life of Eva Duarte de Peron, but Peron’s first wife, Eva, is who the people passionately worshiped.  There are some similarities between Evita  as portrayed in the movie and book with the actual person, but Eva is an entirely different person, all together.  In contrast to her husband, Juan Domingo Person, Evita was non-native citizen, a previous “female dancer of the night”, and twice-divorced.  So, the country would barely accept her in the role of First Lady as they compared her to Peron’s first wife, Eva.  Eva helped bring public education to the country and implemented plans to have national healthcare coverage.  Together, as a couple, they orchestrated the advancement of their country into the cultural spotlight.  Similarly, Evita helped her husband with his political duties and gave him the needed energy to win reelection, after many years hiding out from power in another country.  Unfortunately, the success was short-lived as Peron was forcibly removed from power as President of Argentina in 1976 by the military.   No matter what happened in the political arena, the couple loved culture and brought it to their citizens.  The most striking gem of their cultural infusion was the Teatro Colon, named one of the top five best stages on which to perform.  In fact, Luciano Pavoratti when interviewed after his performance said, “It’s perfect and that’s the problem.” (Noting that one would have to be perfectly in pitch and tune since the acoustics were unforgivingly accurate.)  Compared to most countries, Dr. Troy Gifford noted the [image: image6.jpg]


boldness of their opening opera selection, “La Grande Macabre” by Gyorgy Ligeti.  Even though many players would [image: image7.jpg]


like to perform this work, the Argentina opera players are not afraid to be advanced.  Only a progressive and well-tuned set of players would be able to pull off such an ultra-progressive and modern show!  The theater was completed in 1908, and yet, citizens today, still attend shows for a mere $35 USD.  
3. The country, at one point, was primarily an open cattle range producing the world’s best beef and deserves the title, “Cow country,” for the vast range of space that was designated for this industry.  Argentinean’s and visitors, alike, mostly take-in a daily diet (and indulgence) of beef, proving the profits still flowing freely from the farm.   Since demand grew around the globe for their product, profits allowed the nation to grow and evolve into one of the 10 richest nations, at that time.   Their “White House” was in need of modification to bring both parts of the [image: image8.jpg]4




country together, as they were rapidly expanding from their wealth.  So, in the 1860’s, they chose to repaint the former white governmental building pink, renaming it, Casa Rosado.  The results of mixing a white powder known as “cal” with the blood from the cattle gave them a pink tint to cover the building.   After all, cattle used to be slaughtered in that location, the citizens would relate to the choice.  Also, the blending of the two colors was an effort to help soothe the strain between the opposing political parties’ colors: white and red.  Although today this building is no longer painted by the same process, the rose-colored tint to the building reminds everyone of the historical events of the area and keeps their cattle industry at the forefront of consumer’s choices.  My carnivorous friends were in heaven the entire trip taking in treats of meat and for cheap!  Even though there were blood-stained plates around me, I found a few friendly options on menus for my vegetarian lifestyle.  On one occasion the visual overload of dead animals being shoveled into my [image: image9.jpg]


friends’ faces resulted in my nauseousness.  I recovered, but just in enough time to take a tumultuous trip through the city in the taxi!
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Tango.  Taxis.  Both, symbolize the beautiful combination of the energy in Buenos Aires.  One evening, after our meeting with Professor of Music, Pablo Gonzalez Jazey and his wife Annalise Skovmand, Soprano and General Manager of Cleo Productions, we traveled by taxi from the center of the city to our apartment.  The driver led us through 13-lane deep traffic when there were only 6 lanes marked on the pavement!  He never wavered in his responsibility of getting us to our destination safely, and gingerly, moving between other cars at racing, speeds with a sudden slam on the brakes, just in time, too, to stop our sweating bullets in the back seat.  I think he was trying to show the two tourists, Troy and myself, what a tango would feel like in the hands of an Argentinean partner.  I closed my eyes, held my breath, and swirled in my seat!  Tango, very much like this taxi ride, was born out of the dichotomy between fast and slow interchanges of notes that pull you to the edge of your emotions then slam you into a pitfall of passion.  The intense interchange was reinvigorated in 1946 by the country’s composer, Astor Piazzolla.  It was the bandoneon (a modified accordion), and the ability of the player to improvise that gained their country world-wide attention to this already booming terrain.  During the performance at El Torcuato, I quickly realized that this country is filled with national treasures not in their talented musicians but through the generous people.  Pablo and Annalise were quick to welcome us into their home and offer up their instruments for us to play.  At the same time they made an impromptu performance to demonstrate the power of their voice through music.   At the end, I roared with applause.   Annalise and Pablo offered the opportunity to play a few notes on the torcado as a kind gesture of good will.  I could feel the [image: image11.jpg]


energy flowing from the years of study and skill in the room, after all, a Julliard graduate and a Conservatory Professor, can play notes freely, so, I hoped some of the energy in the room rubbed off on me!  
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Our next adventure was to see Tigre.  Small, by my Orlando “City Beautiful,” standard, this “pequeno” water city is situated on the eastside of the region.  On our uncomfortable journey on the local train, we were amazed at the bits and pieces of poverty that seemed to congregate alongside the train tracks.  Even inside the train car, a few vagrants approached us to sell small, cheap trinkets and hand out flyers.  It was a welcome relief to finally be at our destination and walk around the small, quaint shop-lined the streets.  The fruit market is the central draw to this area.  However, after wandering in and out of through various side streets to find it, we felt unimpressed with its quantity and quality of produce.  We all decided it would be better to spend our time inside on a water taxi tour and enjoy another cup of café con leche while we sat, cooling off, and recovering from the heat.  We were finally ready to be back in the city and returned to the railway to get rocked back into the Buenos Aires, hopefully getting to Tango. 
6. Many hours later, when we returned to our apartment in Parlemo Soho, we were thrilled to read an e-mail stating we were able to purchase tickets for an evening show at Confiterial Ideal.  I was thrilled!  Not only would I be able to see native dancers perform the Tango, the country’s most treasured music, but also, Gaucho dancers.  The Tango (dance) was born out of the original boot-stomping Gaucho performances/dances, and the term “gaucho” described a very rough individual who would normally travel alone, sometimes with a woman, but always with his knife.   Let me give you an example of how the Gauchos perform their dance.  Three or more men will bounce “boleadoras” in a circular motion, hitting the floor with them one at a time.  Then, they will clap their hands to the beat of the rhythm picking up the speed that they beat the “boleadoras”.  I guess the Gauchos got tired of dancing alone or moreover they spent too much time in brothels!  [image: image14.jpg]


And, boy, oh, boy, did they pick up the passion with their new dance style.  For the Tango, born after this rhythmic boot-stomping format, the male dancer pulls the female dancer as closely to his body as possible allowing torsos to touch and move counterclockwise.  Both dancers, their arms stiffly held out from each other, will stay away from the center of the dance floor and swing their hips violently from side to side while sneaking a quick glance at each other before returning to their “frame.”   Watching these performances, I somewhat imagined the evolution of this country from independent individuals, roughing it alone, into a passion-filled partnership.
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Reeling to and fro, from our evening events, we decided to take a long walk on the busy city streets.  As we traversed the terrain, I became acutely aware of multitudes of cultural experiences before me.    Writers and researchers seem to congregate in this country and bring a cultural explosion of literature to the land.  Poets, literary critics, and fictional novelists arose to great acclaim, as according to Ana, residents are highly educated and attribute such Eva Peron’s introduction of free educational, all the way through college, for all citizens.  Another type of cultural experience includes the parks and recreational areas set aside for renewal and refreshment for all.  The green, lush landscapes dappled with exquisite art sculptures fill dominate the area providing year-round beautiful scenery, inviting residents and visitors alike to settle for a quick visit, or enjoy a sneak peak as one passes by.  Another kind of cultural experience is the world-famous architecture around the city. In fact, college students from around the globe come to study design, here.  European masters blended romantic style with the flavor and flare of Latin designers.  All around the city, I saw spectacular style in the weaving together of historical Colonial estates, with modern skyscrapers, alongside contemporary urban designs, proving this city has spectacular style. 

8. The dominant language in the country is Spanish, although more than 40 other languages appear to be spoken alongside each other.   One language, Lunfardo, spoken in the Rio de la Plata region, is a slang language influenced by Italian immigrants adapting to their Spanish location.  Another is Abipón and Chané, which are now extinct languages originally spoken by indigenous people before European contact blended their “Gaucho” roots with European energy.  One last example is Cocoliche, a Spanish-Italian Creole, spoken mainly by first and second-generation immigrants from Italy and sometimes used in comedy, but no longer in daily use.  

9. [image: image16.jpg]


[image: image17.jpg]


Buenos Aires is tourist conscious.  So, American tourists never fear for want of standard American fare such as burgers, fries, or soft drinks.  However, the traditional drink, coffee, can be served in multiple sizes and styles.  We were served Café con Leche in the famous coffeehouse Café Tortoni.  To make café con Leche, first one must exactly measure half milk and half coffee.  Prior to putting the two together, one must heat the milk and make it froth.  Then, the server will pour the hot coffee and hot milk together in a large cup, at the same time.  Sitting in this historical café provided a nice venue for Lester, Ana, and me to enjoy a conversation about political systems in various countries.  The richness of the conversation, along with the richness of the coffee, added to perfect taste to the morning. 
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Many hours later, back in our bohemian-style “soho,” I spotted a small “tienda” in pristine condition.  Since I needed some items, I decided to pop in and paused to watch the shop owner smiling as he diligently checked his shelves for stock, mopped the floor, then, went back and check more stock.  He passed me a smile and after tending to my order, offered me a chair while I waited for Lester to finish his call.  As I wobbled back and forth on it, he rescued me from a broken chair all the while, kindly trying out his English skills and trying to make me feel comfortable during my purchasing experience.  We shared smiles and broken conversation, but I know he got the message, “Me gusto Argentina!”   As I walked out of the store and down the street, I had the overwhelming feeling of being fully embraced by the Argentinean hospitality offered by all and left saying, “Quero mas!”
1

